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For Gina, my sister, who would have loved it.

Rest in peace.

 


 

  


From World Weekly News

June 13

‘Werewolf Disease Still Flourishing’

Byline: James Creed

 


The mysterious Lycan Disease, commonly known as the Werewolf Virus, is still incubating and even thriving in several pockets of America. The disease started as an outbreak in Cincinnati, Ohio, eight months ago, and it was widely believed to have been contained by the U.S. Army. This reporter, however, has been notified of many more outbreaks across the Midwest in the past few months.

“We thought we’d beaten this thing,” claimed one anonymous source from the U.S. military. “There was an antibody that was used to inoculate everyone in the tristate area, but you can’t inoculate the whole population, can you? Some people are going to fall through the cracks.”

A second anonymous source told this reporter, “There seem to be pockets of outbreaks occurring all over the Midwest. In Ohio, Indiana, Kentucky, Illinois. We tracked down a group of werewolves in West Virginia that were living in the mountains, hunting wild game at night when they turned. Whenever we discover a group like this, living in disregard to the well-being of everyone else in America, we must either force them to get their Lycan shots, or we have to destroy them. It’s never easy to kill fellow Americans, but if this disease goes full-blown across the country, I don’t know what we could do to save ourselves.”

General Taylor Burns, who supervised the siege on Cincinnati and ultimately discovered four of the few dozen people immune to the virus, says, “I can’t say much. We’re doing everything we can. No further comment.”

But a second source close to the general stated, “The number of outbreaks is growing by the full moon cycle. It seems like every time there’s a full moon, there’s another flare-up of werewolf activity, and not just in one or two places. Still, for what it’s worth, we’re doing what we can.”

This reporter wonders if the government is doing enough to stop the eventual spread of the disease.

 


From World Weekly News

October, 21

‘Interview with a Werewolf’

Byline: James Creed

 


More than a year after the initial outbreak of the Lycan Disease, more and more humans are embracing the werewolf lifestyle. Despite the best efforts of the government and the influence of the military, many people have refused to be inoculated and are protesting to protect their rights as citizens. Recently, this reporter had a chance to speak with one such rebel, who wishes to remain anonymous to ensure that he is not killed by one of the government’s Lycan Sniper Teams.

Creed – Thank you for agreeing to this interview.

Lycan – People need to know. They need to know what’s going on out there.

Creed – Why have you chosen to retain the virus in your system?

Lycan – I love the feeling of freedom it gives me. There’s an animal side to each of us we usually keep buried. Humans don’t like being reminded that we are all only animals, after all. I don’t think tamping down that bestial self is good for any of us. We need to accept what we are.

Creed – But aren’t you making yourself less human?

Lycan – Only during the full moon. God has given us a gift. He is allowing us to be ourselves for a few hours each month, our primeval, antediluvian state, and who are we to disregard God’s wishes?

Creed – Yet many claim the virus is a chemical weapon gone wrong. All the evidence points toward this being a government-sponsored genetics project.

Lycan – Yet it was all started by one man, a single man named Jean Cowell who was researching how the Lycan Virus worked. You realize that there have always been werewolves. They have always been a part of God’s natural plan. Cowell used his genius to separate the virus, and, in his wisdom, to share it with the rest of the world.

Creed – Yet Cowell’s own journals explained that this was an accident, and the virus was never meant to go airborne.

Lycan – This is simply more proof of God’s mastery at work. And soon, more will be revealed.

Creed – What do you mean by that?

Lycan – Let me just say that many of us believe our animalistic sides are far more true to our nature than the human sides. We are adopting a more savage aspect, something primitive, closer to Eden. With any luck, we will do so permanently.

Creed – Are you saying you have discovered a way to maintain the Lycan form at all times?

Lycan – Soon, we will no longer be governed by the whims of the lunar cycles. We will remain in our primeval states permanently.

Creed – Wouldn’t that put you directly in the path of the snipers? There have been rumors they have been hunting rogue werewolves.

Lycan – I can confirm this is no rumor. It’s the truth. Many of my followers have been shot down like dogs.

Creed – Followers? It sounds like you’ve established a church.

Lycan – (baring his teeth) Who says we haven’t? The Chapel of the Savage is open and taking on more and more acolytes every day.

Creed – Will this mean war with the human race if you achieve your goal? Humans versus Lycans?

Lycan – You tell me, human. Will you leave our kind alone to hunt as we must? Will you let us live as the beasts that we know we are? Perhaps, we will be the ones to make the first move.

 



From World Weekly News

August 31, the next year

‘Lycan Destruction’

Byline: James Creed

 


Another Chapel of the Savage was infiltrated by the Lycan Sniper Team, headed by General Taylor Burns and his Staff Sergeant Nicole Truitt. The Chapel, a warehouse in Eastern Pennsylvania, was bombed first, then snipers shot and killed all the Lycans running from the destruction and fire. Fifty-seven werewolves were killed in the attack, and one human servant was taken prisoner, a Mrs. Georgia Hodges of Altoona, Pennsylvania.

“You see what they did?” the woman wept as she was carried away by Lycan Sniper Team members. “They killed whole families. Murder. It’s murder. But you’ll get yours soon enough.”

When asked what she meant by her threats, the woman, obviously mad, screamed, “You will all get what you deserve. Humans are finished. The beast will rule over all. We have our plans in place. We’ll strike at the heart of you, at the heart of all you hold dear. When the savage arise, you won’t be able to fight back.”

General Burns commented, “The rebellion of the so-called Chapel of the Savage has to be put down. There isn’t enough room in America for these creatures that only want to destroy the American way of life. They have no compunctions about killing or eating their fellow citizens. You see this woman?” Here, he motioned toward Mrs. Hodges. “They find the weak-willed or insane to carry out their deeds. Meanwhile, they plot against all of us. If they want to live like this, like werewolves and animals, then let them be put in a camp someplace, or maybe an isolated island, where they can be as wild as they want to be. As long as they can’t harm the rest of us. As long as they don’t kill more innocent victims.”

Sniper Nicole Truitt, who would look as comfortable in the pages of the September Vogue magazine as she did in her camouflage and weaponry, stated, “You did notice that they were all fully changed creatures. These were werewolves. In the daytime. And there isn’t a full moon for another week. Think about it.”

This reporter isn’t afraid to admit he felt a chill when he realized that some of the Chapel Congregation have found a way to stay in Lycan form in defiance of the lunar cycles.

 


From World Weekly News

September 18

‘Monster Rats Invade New York!’

Byline: James Creed

 


Residents of lower Manhattan were terrified to find gigantic rats spilling from an alley near the 9/11 Memorial. Dozens of the creatures, measuring up to thirty inches in length, excluding the tail, attacked a bus full of tourists. There were no fatalities, and the rodents scampered through sewer grates to escape the wrath of the British Nannies Corporation, who, armed with umbrellas, beat off the terrifying creatures.

“Blimey,” stated Miss Cornelia Trollope. “I’ve never seen such a thing. They were as long as my arm and they had these long ears and red eyes. They also looked somehow wrong, misshapen, as though they were mutated. I have seen the reports about them werewolves on the telly. Cor, maybe there are were-rats now.”

This reporter wonders…
  


Chapter 1
 

 


11:15 a.m.

 


“John, you’ve got to cut the werewolf bullshit,” Steve Debarr said, his mouth bristling moistly around the nub of an unlit cigar. “People are sick of hearing about it.”

“It’s the biggest story of our time,” John Creed replied. Sitting across the massive oak desk in a chair two inches lower than his boss’s throne, he ran a tan-from-a-can hand through his messy brown hair. As usual, some of it stuck up after being mussed, but John paid it no mind and turned his ice-cold blue eyes on Debarr.

“It’s getting stale,” Debarr said.

“Things are happening out there, Steve. Big things. Have you been reading what I’m sending you? These bastards don’t even have to wait until a full moon anymore. They’re living their lives out as freaking animals in the mountains.”

“Well, more power to them. The ACLU is getting involved…”

“Oh, great. What are they going to say about it? Everyone has the right to live the way they want to?”

“Probably something along those lines, yes.”

“Even if that means devouring your neighbors? Come on, Steve, you and I both know that this mutation thing is big news. Twelve point headlines, at least.”

“John…”

The reporter held his hands up banner-like in front of his face. “Werewolves Take Over the World. Human Beings Outnumbered. Can you see it?”

“Sadly, yes.”

“And this is just the beginning. You see my column about the rats?”

“There are always stories about rats in New York. We deal in tabloid journalism.”

“This isn’t any ‘a rat ate my baby’ scenario, buddy. These are two and three footers, pouring out of the sewers.”

“I read it. Then, they all scampered back to their lairs underground. Didn’t they make a movie of that back in the eighties? Put rat tails on dachshunds or something?”

“These aren’t made up dogs,” John grumbled. “These were real. I have witnesses…”

“Who had just finished a couple of quarts of Guinness…”

“That doesn’t mean they didn’t see what they saw.”

“If they saw little green men from the moon, would you print that too?”

John ran his other hand through his hair, causing his bangs to flop down into his eyes. He was so excited, he ignored the intrusion.

“If there was more than one witness, then, yeah, maybe I would.”

“John, listen to me,” the older man said, leaning forward and trying to look like a real editor, like one of those giants at The Times. “You did a good story. Giant monster rats. We’ve already received a ton of mail on that one.”

“Really? A ton?”

“Maybe a bit of an exaggeration, but you get my point. This is something new. At least it doesn’t have anything to do with the Lycan Virus.”

“Or does it?” John stage-whispered. He almost added a dramatic dum – dum – dummmm. Somehow, he contained himself.

“You’re going to tell me these were – what? Were-rats?”

“Exactly. I think the virus is jumping species.”

“Jesus Christ,” Steve Debarr said, opening the top drawer to his massive desk and removing a bottle of Ibuprofen. He palmed four and swallowed them dry. “And we’ve come full circle.”

“Hey, this is a big story. I mean, BIG!”

“John, think about it. Wouldn’t you suspect the government or some scientist would have come forward to tell everyone that the virus is mutating? That it’s affecting other kinds of animals?”

“Steve,” John said, the disdain practically dripping from his lips. “This is the World Weekly News. The government isn’t going to share anything with us. Neither is any self-respecting scientist. I am writing these important stories…”

“…about giant were-rats.”

“…and across the page is ‘Bigfoot Marries Pamela Anderson.’”

“Hey, that guy had pictures. You didn’t have any pictures.”

“I’ll get them,” John said, standing from the chair, his magnificent orange-brown skin flashing in the light from the window. “If I have to wait all day in the sewers.”

“That’s sort of what I had planned for you,” Steve Debarr said, seizing the opportunity to get in a few words.

“What are you telling me, Steve, buddy, old pal?”

“I’m your editor, and I have a story for you.”

“Uh oh,” Steve moaned, deflating back into the chair. “That means you’re assigning me to something serious.”

“You want a real story?”

“Giant rodents don’t count?”

“Shitfire, no! And don’t even think of bringing up the werewolf thing…”

“But it’s mutating. Listen to that word, Steve. Mutating. It’s a beautiful word. Sort of rolls off the tongue. Mutating.”

“It’s boring copy.”

“What if the Lycan Virus is mutating so that it’s a blood strain? What if it’s becoming like rabies. You bite someone, they turn. For all time. Screw the moon. Screw lunar cycles. It’s happening out there right now in some of those crazy chapels.”

The editor rolled his eyes, knowing that he’d better switch topics before John refused to go out on any assignment that didn’t involve a furry monster.

“I have an interview for you. And before you start, no, he is not a werewolf.”

“Well, I already did one of those. Still, I’d like to get at one of the mutant creatures.”

Debarr sighed. If Creed wasn’t such a good writer—okay, who was he kidding, such an exploitive writer that came so damned cheap—he’d toss him out of the office. But the guy knew how to spin a yarn, how to write copy that sounded if not entirely, then almost, true.

“You’re interviewing a mole man.”

John Creed stared at him, blinked a few times, and remained silent for a nearly miraculous thirty seconds. Debarr basked in the momentary tranquility.

“What’s that?” John finally asked. “Some other sort of were-rodent?”

“No, a real guy from underneath the subway system,” Debarr said, and he started to get excited about the story all over again. “The fellow came to me the other day, name of Michael Keene. Dirty guy, rail thin. He’s one of the homeless who live in the abandoned tunnels beneath the subway system. Apparently, there’s this whole microcosm of people living down there, almost like a little city in and of itself. A New York underneath New York.”

“Can I use that?” John asked, pen and notepad already in hand.

“Feel free. You’re to meet him near the McDonald’s in Times Square. Buy the poor guy a Happy Meal or something.”

“You want human interest on this?”

“Give me two thousand words, a big feature. I want to know how he lives, who lives with him, how they survive, what brought him to this lowly state.”

“Yeah, okay, I think I have it. How will I know the dude?”

“He’ll be the skinny, dirty guy by the McDonald’s in Times Square.”

“Nice.”

“You have an hour to get there, and I want this to be a serious article. No monsters. No werewolves. No giant alligators in the sewers…”

“I swear, I didn’t make that up. I know someone who really saw them. Great big mothers, too.”

“Uh, yeah. Listen, just give me two thousand words on what it’s like to fall from grace. Give me the human face on the tragedy.”

“Your wish is my command, boss.” Creed stood again and headed for the door. “I’ll get you a damn good story. I’ll even go down into the freaking sewers with Mole Man.”

“Good.” Debarr let out his breath. It was all going to be fine.

“And,” John continued. “If I get some snaps of the giant rats in their lair, it’ll be icing on the cake. See you tonight, Boss.”

Steve Debarr put his head in his hands and slumped down onto the polished top of his desk. His cigar was crushed.
  


Chapter 2
 

 


11:20 a.m.

 


The hotel wasn’t the best and it wasn’t the worst in the five boroughs, but it was a minor paradise to Sandy Martin. The twenty-eight-year-old woman sat in a chair, looking out the window at the people on the streets below her vantage point high above Brooklyn. Tossing a curly blond lock of hair out of her eyes, she thought, I hate to even think such a cliché, but they really do look like ants. Her breath steamed up the glass, and she backed away, settling into the leather chair.

In the bathroom, the shower was running, and she could hear her lover singing softly. She didn’t recognize the tune, but that wasn’t unusual. They had such differing tastes in so many things, music being the least of them. Sandy just sighed and reached for the remote control. She flicked on the news.

A talking head with a scrolling banner beneath it was yakking again about what the American government ought to do about the growing Lycanthrope population.

The man said, “They need to be contained. I don’t really care if they enjoy being animals, that’s everyone’s God-given right – but I don’t want them as neighbors. I don’t want them teaching or trying to influence my kids. They should be contained someplace. That’s all I am saying.”

A woman popped into view, thin, less than attractive, but more than plug ugly. She interrupted the man sharply. “You don’t understand them. Can’t you see you’re letting fear dictate policy for you? Shoving a whole segment of the population into some magical island refuge is inhuman.”

“Well,” the man said, “they aren’t actually human when you get down to the biology of the matter.”

Sandy switched the channel to MTV, where a couple of pneumatic women were screeching at each other in a bar on a beach in New Jersey.

“Whatever happened to the music?” she asked nobody in particular.

“What?” asked her lover’s voice from the bathroom. “What did you say?”

“Nothing,” Sandy answered, lowering the volume so she could be heard over the running water. “Just wondering why there isn’t any music on MTV anymore.”

She heard the squeak of the faucets being turned, and then the splashing stopped. She watched the two women graduate from screaming to hair pulling. In another moment, Nicole Truitt entered the room. Sandy looked away from the television, marveling for the thousandth time that this woman was her girlfriend.

Nicole was tall and lithe, with well-developed abdominal muscles and sharply defined features. Her cheekbones could cut glass. Her dark brown hair was chopped short, military fashion, and it still dripped from the shower. Her breasts were barely contained by the white hotel towel wrapped around her mid-section. Her dark brown eyes peered at Sandy through beads of water that clung to her eyelashes.

“Why are you watching this crap?” she asked, flopping down on the bed next to Sandy’s chair.

“Everything else is news,” she answered. “I hear enough about the werewolves from you on your off-hours. I don’t need to hear about them when I want to be entertained.”

Nicole snatched the remote control from Sandy and started flipping stations. She asked, “What were they saying? Anything new?”

Sandy growled a little in the back of her throat and knocked Nicole onto her back. The towel fell open a bit.

“We’re on vacation, Nicole. I haven’t seen you in two months, and you finally get leave for a while, but you just can’t put the snipers behind you.”

“Stop it. That tickles.”

“What if I do this?”

“Stop it. You’re gonna make me pee.”

“We have two whole days before you go back on duty, and I intend on taking advantage of that. It’s why we’re in New York.”

“Well, I would’ve chosen someplace more isolated so we could get away from it all. The seashore comes to mind.”

Sandy lay next to her lover, facing the ceiling, and Nicole knew she’d stepped too far. They remained in silence for several moments before Sandy broke the spell.

“You know why we’re here,” she said.

“Yeah. Shit. Sorry. Me and my big mouth.”

“I still haven’t gone there, to the 9/11 site, I mean. Ever since Timmy died, I couldn’t face it.”

“You want me to go with you today, honey?” Nicole touched her arm.

Sandy shook her head. “No. I think I need to see it alone, be with his spirit for a while. You never knew him.”

“But you loved him, and that’s enough in my book.” Nicole draped an arm over Sandy’s shoulders. She was still a little damp from the shower. “I can be with you if it’s gonna be tough, and it probably will be.”

“No, I’ll go alone. Have my moment with Timmy. See what they’re putting up as a monument. Then, I’ll do a little shopping and meet you back here at five o’clock, in time for dinner.”

“You know General Burns is in the city, too. Just down the hall as a matter of fact. The man can’t take a vacation without following us.”

Sandy nodded. “It’s a little creepy if you ask me.”

Nicole jumped off the bed, letting the damp towel fall to the floor. Opening the closet door, she removed a pair of jeans and a red T-shirt with a faded Tab logo on it. As she dressed, she watched Sandy in the mirror of the closet door, saw her girlfriend’s drooping face.

Nicole said, “I think it’s more like desperation. He doesn’t have anybody except the Lycan Snipers. We were both there that day when it started in Cincinnati, and he’s developed a sort of dependency on me. I don’t think it’s anything more than the fact that the two of us understand each other so completely. No one else was with us when we were making those decisions. No one else has been with us every time we had to take out a group of the beasts. It’s not a happy place to be, you know, being in charge of killing off mutants.”

“Nice work if you can get it.”

“Yeah, but it changes you. I know you don’t fully understand.”

“I try.”

“And it’s one of the reasons I love you so much,” Nicole said with a grin. She returned to the bed and held Sandy’s hands in hers. “But it’s only a part of it. You’ve seen more of me than anyone else, even Burns. You know what’s inside me.”

“Yeah. Beneath that hard, cold exterior is the pink heart of a bleeding romantic.”

Nicole snorted. “Whatever. I’m just a soldier.”

“Soldiers can have hearts, too.”

“Not when our country’s threatened by enemies, and these Lycans are definitely enemies. They’re spreading this disease, changing it, and I don’t know how we’re gonna fight it anymore.”

“You’ll find a way. I believe in you.”

“I hope you’re right.”

Sandy leaned over and kissed Nicole. Pulling back, she smiled at her girlfriend.

“I love you, soldier girl.”

“I love you too. Even if you are a civilian.”

Sandy tossed a pillow at her head.
  


Chapter 3
 

 


11:20 a.m.

 


General Taylor Burns paced his hotel room, his feet moving in perfect time to a drumbeat in his head. He had booked his reservation just a few doors down from Nicole, hoping to stay near at least one of the people in his Lycan Sniper Division. He needed that contact, that fission of possibility that seemed to get him jumping. He had the television on, almost hoping that there would be an outbreak of the virus someplace.

He was that bored.

Burns was a tall man, but wide at the shoulders and chest, like a middle-aged rugby player starting to go to pot. Although he was forty-nine years old, his hair had only recently started turning gray at the temples, with a few salt and pepper waves throughout. His brown eyes sagged a bit at the corners, giving him a hound dog expression, and his southern drawl had earned him the nickname “Droopy” at boot camp twenty-eight years ago. He had put a stop to that moniker as soon as he was in charge. Now that he headed up the entire Lycan Division of the U.S. Army, he found himself with a new nickname – Duke. His broad face and crooked grin – along with that South Carolinian twang of a voice – made him almost look and sound like the great movie star circa Red River, 1948. Now that was nickname he could embrace, although he’d never admit it to the snipers working beneath him.

The television was showing footage of a rat attack that had occurred a few hours ago in lower Manhattan. Several people had been bitten by a mass of the rodents crawling up from the sewers, driven aboveground by something. Burns hated vermin, and he scowled at the TV, then turned to the window.

The view from the hotel was quite impressive. The skyscrapers of Manhattan towered over the other side of the East River, lined up like huge dominos. He especially liked the Empire State Building, more for sentimental reasons.

He had once gone to meet a woman at the top, just like in that old movie An Affair to Remember. Burns wasn’t a fan of romantic movies, but he was a fan of a certain lady named Rebecca who had been his main squeeze for over two years. There had been a time when he was so happy to be by her side that he didn’t even miss being in action, something he could never see now in this eventful time. Rebecca had made him feel like Cary Grant, and he’d wanted to make a grand romantic gesture, something entirely out of character. He had even stunned himself. She had often mentioned the old movie, how romantic it was, how she cried every time she watched it. Burns had suffered through it several times, but he knew he had to do something to keep her. The longer he stayed in the Army, the further she distanced herself from him. He loved this woman, wanted her by his side for the rest of his life. He even wanted to commit to marriage.

So, Taylor Burns rented a tuxedo, bought champagne, and asked Rebecca to meet him at the top of the Empire State Building at midnight on New Year’s Eve, just like in the movie. His hair had been cut, his face had been shaved, and he smelled like a dandy. He’d even brought flowers. When Rebecca showed up, emerging from the elevator in a white dress and long fur-fringed coat, she had looked like an angel. His heart went into his throat, and he couldn’t speak. Eventually, he stammered out something about how lovely she looked, and he presented her with the flowers. There were tiny snowflakes, little more than a mild flurry, falling from the dark sky when he got down on one knee and held the ring out for her, asking her to accompany him down the altar to a new life together. Rebecca had stammered, said a few kind things, and refused his proposal. He was left with a tuxedo, an open bottle of champagne, and a fairly nice engagement ring. She took the flowers, and his heart.

Since that evening, nearly twenty years ago, Taylor Burns had thrown himself into the arms of his first true love, the Army. And the Army, unlike Rebecca, had reciprocated his affections. He had earned promotions, had always gotten invited to brass dinners, and he found himself well liked by the men (and later on the women) who served under his auspices. He was tough when he had to be, kind when it was required. He was a father figure to some, a complete bastard to others, and an all-around great guy when paying for the drinks. But after his day was over and his work was done, he returned to his cold, empty home. He didn’t decorate, actually shunned anything ornamental on the walls. His furniture grew old along with him – dull, sturdy, and disgustingly reliable. Sometimes he watched television, often he read, but his life was quiet and lonely.

He thought of buying a pet once, but there was something inside him that stopped him from ever making that trip to the city pound. Pets needed you, and he wasn’t ready to open up to that kind of need again. Rebecca had soured him on companionship. He had put himself out there, bared his soul, and she had stomped that sucker flat – so flat he didn’t think it would ever rise again. So, his heart remained somewhere in the bottom of his body, and he didn’t allow it to sway his decisions. He learned to live alone, to sleep alone, and to be comfortable with solitude.

During the daylight hours, he joked with the men (and, yes, later the women). He was a funny guy, someone with a broad smile and a warm attitude. He was the father every soldier wanted, and the man many aspired to be.

But they didn’t know that his nights were spent in hiding from anyone who could get close to him. They didn’t know how much he drank in his house, country-western music on the radio and a beer in one hand, a stogie in the other. Sometimes, he felt like a cliché from one of those sad songs he loved so much.

But he was fairly content. He wouldn’t allow himself to wallow in self-pity. Instead, he kept himself busy, but there was always that beer cracked open by his side and a smoking cigar within easy reach. He gave himself those two concessions. In Burns’ opinion, it was good to have a few vices. The little sins kept you removed from the big ones.

The young people he commanded came in and out of his life. Some of them were promoted, which made him proud, as though he’d had something to do with their new positions. Some of them left the Army and went on to families and private sector jobs. He was just as proud of those kids, knowing what they wanted and pursuing it. He was always a dad or a mentor or a buddy to these men and women. But he never allowed himself to get close to them. He couldn’t let them into his life, so that they would later leave him or disappoint him or even hurt him in some way that blindsided him.

That is, until he met Nicole Truitt on the banks of the Ohio River.

He had been put in charge of stemming the first outbreak of the Lycanthrope Virus, and he was positioned on the Kentucky side of the Ohio River, facing the ruined city of Cincinnati. He had ordered the bridges to be destroyed, but the infected creatures kept trying to get across. Nicole had been the very best sharpshooter in the unit, and she had helped greatly in the rescue of a small group of survivors. Afterwards, these survivors had contained the genetic seeds that led to the development of a vaccine.

Which, if you go by what the media proclaims, isn’t working so well anymore, he thought. The virus seemed to be front-page news again. At least until these crazy rat attacks in New York, right across the river.

Burns’ commanders suspected that these animal attacks, which had been increasing in recent days, may have something to do with the virus. Doctors and scientists were investigating the huge rodents, utilizing a lot of words beyond Taylor Burns’ vocabulary. They’d figure it out. He was confident of it.

In the meantime, he found himself on vacation with Nicole and her “friend” Sandy. Burns had watched the two of them together, the way they looked at each other, the way they touched. Maybe he was becoming a dirty old man, but he suspected they were lovers.

He had been on tour all over the country with Nicole Truitt, and he was beginning to experience pangs for her that felt distressingly like paternal sentiment. He found himself joking with her, telling her about his past and Rebecca, even allowing her to tease him like an affectionate daughter – albeit one with a disarming proclivity toward automatic rifles. He was opening up to someone, and she was withholding something from him; he was certain of it. In a way, it hurt his feelings, even though he told himself that he shouldn’t worry about it.

The most disturbing thing was that he was starting to worry about Nicole when they went into hostile situations. When they had invaded a nest in Louisville, he’d ended up watching her back more than he should have, and she’d ended up saving his ass when an eight-foot-tall female Lycan sprang out of a closet he had forgotten to check. Nicole had put two bullets in the monster’s skull before yelling at him, berating a superior officer for missing it.

And now, he was in a hotel room across the way, looking at the Manhattan skyline, missing the Twin Towers, and wondering if his affection for this young woman would endanger their continued partnership. She was his best shooter, and he could hardly afford to lose her. Worse yet, she was the only person he had allowed into his life in any real manner in over twenty years. If he lost that sense of camaraderie, he’d be back in his home, lonely, smoking, drinking, and pacing.

Exactly as he was doing now.

Well shit, he thought.

He sat on the side of the bed, wondering what the girls were doing down the hall. Were they watching the news as he was, hanging on every story, waiting for the cue to spring into action? There had been another attack, in the financial district this time. Two dozen rats came out of a toilet in a pub and started biting the people discussing business deals over early martinis.

And a Lycanthrope had been spotted.

“Well, well, well,” he said with a grunt, cigar in the corner of his crooked mouth. “Looks like we’re going on another werewolf hunt.”

He waited for the phone to ring, trying not to think of the two women who were probably in the middle of some pillow-fighting, nightie-wearing, teenaged boy’s porno fantasy. He concentrated on the television news. Wondering if this was just a lone wolf running around, following the trail of the rats, or…

He noticed the sunlight streaming in the window. He made a disgusted sound, frustrated with the irresponsibility of the news reporters. It couldn’t be a real sighting. There wasn’t even a full moon for another six days or so. Probably someone caught sight of a large dog or one of those pinko hippies who refused to yield to modern times or modern haircuts.

Unless the Chapel had discovered another way to keep their animal forms, unaffected by the lunar cycle.

Still, he continued to watch the idiot box, wishing he’d brought a book to read.
  


Chapter 4
 

 


11:30 am

 


Michael Keene let his eyes adjust to the brighter light ahead in the tunnel. He’d come up from the underground too quickly before, and he’d nearly blinded himself when the fluorescent subway platform lights seared his eyeballs.

They call us Moles, he thought. And they’re right. We’re nothing but a bunch of squinting, half-blind animals that live under the earth in our own little dark world.

At one time, being called a Mole Man would have hurt him to the quick, a derogatory spear in his side. Nowadays, he identified more with the little creature burrowing through the soil than to his so-called human counterparts. At least the animal was honest with itself. The mole knew its place.

Michael needed a drink. He hoped the newspaper reporter he was traveling to meet would be amenable to buying one for him at a local dive. Maybe he would even consent to buying a couple.

Emerging from the sewer into the subway tunnel under Manhattan, Michael hoped that he didn’t look too scruffy. Living underground wasn’t conciliatory to maintaining a clean-cut appearance. He was dirty, grimy, and he knew he smelled terrible, even if he could no longer personally detect his body odor. He was probably quite a sight. And quite a smell. Still, he ruffled his fingers through his longish brown hair, trying to plaster it down. He checked his thin arms for dirt. There were a few spots, so he knew he’d have to stop at one of the bathrooms in the McDonald’s before meeting the reporter.

A far cry from happier days, right, Michael? Remember those hot showers? The crisp new suits? Remember living in a real apartment? Remember shampoo?

He shook his head, leaned against the brick wall, felt the distant rumblings of one of the trains grinding its way uptown. The vibrations were always present; a muted growling beneath the city’s day-to-day roar. Some days, they were stronger than others. He never understood why.

Michael shook the memories from his mind – the sturdy oak desk in his corner office, the women in the bars, the never-ending party. Well, the party had definitely ended, and now he was dealing with the hangover. And this was a real e-ticket morning after.

He figured he would tell the reporter all about the way his life had been ruined, how a few bad decisions had brought down the empire of his life. Through no fault of his own, the company had folded. The money was gone, and, as everyone liked to tell him, there was a recession on. He had lost the SoHo apartment, the women, the ability to stay clean. He sold what he could, including plasma, but soon he was living on the street, merely another in a long line of panhandlers, his sweaty palm held out, his eyes beseeching anyone who walked by for their change. Then, the booze caught up with him. He didn’t drink a lot when he had the money to purchase the top-shelf liquor. Now that he was homeless, the quality of the drink plummeted, and he found himself craving it more and more. There was no such word as “enough.” One night, after a quart of rotgut had laid him low, he awoke in a dark hole. A woman, Stella was her name, had brought him down to the place she stayed in the tunnels under the subways. She informed him that if he’d remained in the park where she had found him, he would have frozen to the bench, to be discovered stiff and dead in the morning. He’d protested a bit, but it was warm in the rancid little room, and he’d slept there, huddling with Stella for warmth. He’d long lost any concept of sexuality. Now, there was warmth and there was survival. The tunnels – by way of a woman named Stella – had saved him, and he remained there to this day, ever in its debt.

Only there were the sounds he’d been hearing lately, the scratching, the clawing, the yowling that sounded almost like a wolf trapped beneath the city. He’d heard of the Lycans; he still read the newspaper on a daily basis, finding them crammed into garbage cans or recycling bins. He supposed the noises were being made by the monsters, that they were hiding out in the sewers, just as he had. And who was he to evict them from the tunnels? He was just another kind of animal with a different kind of scratching.

Something moved in the darkness from farther down the line. Instantly alert, Michael Keene held his breath, pressed his back against the solidity of the wall.

His eyes had half adjusted to the emergency lights that lined the subway tracks, bathing the area in a faint, ghostly blue. He squinted, trying to discover the cause of the sounds, even though he wasn’t certain he really wanted to know. In the bowels of the tunnels, pretty terrible things sometimes occurred. Middle-class kids with too much time on their hands liked to find “bums” and set them on fire. Sometimes, people went down to the subway to commit suicide, lying on the tracks until a train sliced them neatly in half. He had once even seen a baby’s corpse, blue and red, half devoured by rats.

But whatever was making this noise was larger than your typical subway rat, and that was saying something. Typical specimens could grow to the size of large housecats, bloated, fat, and slow with all the garbage they found to eat.

No, he thought. This was something else, something shuffling in the darkness, looking for its next meal. This was something malevolent.

He thought he saw the red gleam of two narrowed eyes peering at him from the blackness, and he knew this thing – whatever it was – was watching him. An icicle hand traced slalom paths down his spine.

He waved his hands, hoping to scare the thing away. “Shoo!” he cried. “Get out of here.”

The eyes came closer. They were low, near to the ground, but as the shape emerged into the glow of one of the emergency lights, he saw a halo surrounding an old, bewhiskered man and his raggedy little dog. The old man’s face cinched into a toothless smile, and the dog wagged its tail as it recognized Michael.

He let out the breath he had been holding, then said, “Oh, it’s you, Jones. You and Jake.”

Jones cackled until he coughed up phlegm, which he spit on the railings. His dog Jake, a mutt of uncertain breeding, rushed up to Michael. He leaned down to give the filthy animal a pat on its quivering head.

“Who’d you think it was?” Jones asked. “One of them rat things?”

“Maybe,” Michael admitted. “Although, I haven’t actually seen one of them yet, only heard the tales.”

“Consider yourself lucky then. Them things are mean as hell. One tried to drag poor Jake away from me. Still got the bite marks on his leg.”

Michael peered down at the dog and saw the half-inch patches where the mongrel had lost its fur. The bites were big and red and there was some swelling. They looked infected, but they didn’t seem to be bothering Jake in any manner. The little mutt wagged its tail at all the attention it was receiving.

“You going up top?” Jones asked.

“Yeah. I have an interview with a reporter about my fall from grace into the seventh circle of hell – the New York tunnel system.”

“You gonna tell him all about us?”

“Not all about you, but some. I want the people up there to know that there are people down here, people who need help.”

“They gonna flush us out,” the old man snorted. “They tried a couple of times, sending cops and such down here. They never found us all, but they always get some of us.”

“That’s not why I am doing this interview.”

“But that’s what’ll happen ’cause of it.”

“Well,” Michael said, running a hand through his thick hair, “I’ll just have to make sure it doesn’t. This reporter’s supposed to be good. His boss told me he’s serious and dedicated, that he wants to help change the world for the better. Maybe he can help some of us get out of the tunnels.”

The old man shook his head, and his dog whined, scratching at his pant leg. He said, “Nobody’s that kind. And a lot of the moles – me included – don’t really wanna get back up there. The real world’s a nasty place. Scary. I never used to be scared, but least we got us some protection down here. It’s safe.”

“You keep telling yourself that, Jones,” Michael said. “But we both know better. There isn’t a safe place left on this planet. Least, not for people like us.”

“Amen, brother. But you’re preachin’ to the choir here. Go on topside and tell the reporter about your life in the dark, the scruffs you call your friends down here. Then you can come back to us, and we’ll welcome you into the blessed fold like we always do. God knows, we’ll take just about anybody.”

“I’m going to be late,” Michael said, reflexively looking at his wrist where he’d once worn a gold Rolex. Nothing there now but some grime and a few hairs.

The old man made a derogatory noise, turned, and started fading back into the darkness of the subway tunnel, walking to the other side of the partition through a wide hole. The dog followed closely on his heels, its toenails clicking on the floor. In moments, Michael lost sight of him, although he could still hear Jake’s toenails. The dog probably needed them trimmed, but that would never get done on the mole-man’s budget. Shaking his head, he turned and hurried to the ladder that led to the subway platform.
  


Chapter 5
 

 


11:40 a.m.

 


Matt Schwartz was already sick of watching the baby, and his wife had left the apartment only a half hour ago. The damn kid always wanted something. What had at first seemed like a miracle, a beautiful baby girl, had slowly morphed into a bottomless pit that shrieked like a pterodactyl every time it wanted something. And it always wanted something – more formula, a diaper change, her toy doggie she threw across the room during tantrums.

Matt’s wife took it all better than he did, and he chalked this up to the fact that she was female and women at least gave the appearance of loving their spawn. For Matt, the absolute adoration of his daughter (which his wife had named Patchouli, for Chrissake) had deserted him the moment her shit started stinking. He wasn’t certain which week it was, but all of a sudden her bowel movements could singe the unibrow off his Italian mother-in-law. And, brother, that was a lot of eyebrow.

Now, he was trying to watch a rerun of The
Jerry Springer Show, concentrating hard so he could tell what curse words they were bleeping out, and she started in again with the high-pitched shrieking. He turned up the audio, but that horrible noise seemed to shove a knife into the back of his head and twist the blade back and forth. He winced, groaned. She must have sensed his displeasure, because she started screaming full blast.

“Shut up!” he screamed; this only triggered her into higher pitched, shrill wails. “Aw, for God’s sake…”

Shoving himself out of the armchair, he turned his back on the arm-flailing screeching mistress and the butt-ugly drag queen on TV and headed for the baby’s room. The apartment was small, so it only took a few steps until he opened Patchouli’s door and peeked inside.

Then, he screamed in harmony with the baby.

Patchouli was caught in the jaws of a rat that had to measure at least three feet long. Its eyes burned red, and its fur was greasy and black. Its tail slapped back and forth, as if it were an angry feline, and its head was deformed. Long protuberances grew over its eyes, like a Neanderthal’s brow. Its teeth were sharp and jagged, like a shark’s, row after row of them…

…crunching down on his daughter, whose bellowing suddenly stopped, and he briefly wondered who’d changed the station. The baby’s form lay limp as the creature closed its jaws tighter around her body. Bones cracked and snapped.

In the shadows of the baby’s room, other figures slinked back and forth. They were also too large, too misshapen to be rats. He figured they were the enormous rodents he’d read about in the newspaper. They were supposed to be all the way downtown near Ground Zero.

Matt turned around to run to the phone and call – who? Police? Firefighters? The dog catcher? Three more of the creatures rushed out of the corners of the room.

Matt Schwartz only made it halfway across the efficiency before one of them bit through his Achilles tendon and he plummeted to the floor where the other two were waiting.

 


* * *

 


Gwen Drew was tired. Eight hours at the office followed by three hours at the strip club, trying to avoid the savages who came to see her when she moonlighted as Cherry Jubilee. Shaking your thang in five-inch fuck me pumps really blew out your ankles. It was enough to wear out any girl until she was as threadbare as the carpet in her third-story walk-up.

She slung her heavy purse on the kitchen table, listening as it slid to the floor in a jangle of keys and makeup and mace. Locking the door behind her, she stripped off her clothes. It wasn’t sexy, like when she masked herself as Cherry, but she was soon naked and running a hot bath for herself. Her cat, Tina, made an indignant appearance. She gave her a pat on the head and the cat padded into the other room to do cat things. Gwen sprinkled the steaming water with scented bubble bath and inhaled fake lilacs. After a few minutes, she shut off the tap and slid into the water with a sigh of contentment.

She closed her eyes, let her sore feet and back relax with the near-scalding water. Her nearly paid-for-breasts bobbed on the surface like pink islands. The apartment was quiet as a tomb, and she relished the silence. After three hours of blaring hair rock, silence truly was golden. She trailed her fingers through the bubbles and hummed an old Foreigner song.

Something moved in the other room, and she was instantly alert. Being ogled by a multitude of creeps every night while you danced in your scanties made you cautious. She wasn’t even certain she’d heard anything. She just knew there had been motion. She’d sensed it.

“Tina,” she called. “That you in there, you stupid animal?”

The cat gave a low growl, followed by a shriek. Gwen stood up in the tub, sudsy water streaming down her tanned body. Glancing around the room, she searched for a weapon. She grabbed the toilet plunger. It wouldn’t do too much damage, but if she connected right, it could bust a skull. She cursed herself for leaving her mace in her purse on the table.

“Tina? Kitty?”

The tabby crawled into the room, and Gwen immediately saw there was something wrong with her leg. She was dragging it across the white tile, leaving a crimson smear on the floor. She was heading toward the tub where Gwen cowered, clutching at her plunger.

The cat stopped halfway across the room, shuddering. She had left a long, bloody trail, and Gwen stepped out of the water and tiptoed to her pet. As she lowered herself to one knee, she saw Tina had been bitten by something. A large chunk of flesh was missing from her hip, where it met the left back leg. The cat looked up at Gwen, pleading with its mistress to stop the pain.

“Oh no, Tina, what happened?” Gwen asked reaching for the cat. She put her hand atop the feline’s head to reassure her.

Only, something was moving beneath the skin, like millions of insects crawling under the fur. Then, the bone structure of the cat’s skull shifted and rearranged itself under her fingers. She snatched her hand back to her naked chest.

Tina looked at her with glowing yellow eyes, and when she opened her mouth to scream, the cat’s jaws extended and new rows of fangs erupted from her gums. Her snout pushed outwards, and her forehead grew lumpy with bony extensions.

Tina grew larger. Much larger.

And Gwen started screaming as her pet, now transformed into something bestial and monstrous, sank its teeth into her leg…

…infecting her mistress before Gwen bashed the creature’s brains in with the wooden handle of the plunger.

 


* * *

 


Tracey Bagwell didn’t feel well.

She’d come home to her apartment overlooking Central Park after a shopping trip, arms laden with bags almost too heavy for her fifty-five-year-old muscles. She kept herself in shape, speed walking at the gym and evening runs on the elliptical machine, but today’s shopping excursion had been immensely satisfying. She knew she had to get the newly acquired items in the closet before her husband arrived home. He’d been scolding her lately for her expenditures, but she knew a bargain when she spotted it, and she’d spotted more than a few that day.

Tracey unloaded her new clothes, taking a moment to admire each new purchase. Her walk-in closet was dark and shadowy. She hadn’t seen the rat until it had darted from a hiding place and had nipped her on the ankle. Then, it was gone in a flash of its pale, fleshy tail. She dropped to her hands and knees, searching for the little beast, finding only a rather large hole in the wall.

And hadn’t the rat been rather large itself? It had seemed so, but it had moved so fast she wasn’t certain of what she saw.

When she stood up, brushing off her knees, she suddenly felt dizzy. A wave of nausea overtook her, and she rushed for her well-lit bathroom. Her stomach heaved as she emptied it of the salad she’d eaten for brunch. She flushed the toilet, closed the lid, and crossed her legs to examine the wound on her ankle.

It was red and swollen, even though she’d only been bitten a few minutes ago. Furrowing her brow, she stared at the bite. Measuring about an inch across, it looked too large to be from a rat. The redness was disturbing, too. It looked infected, but surely there hadn’t been time for the wound to become... infected.

A second wave of nausea almost brought her to her knees, and she cried out in pain.

This was not right. Every part of her started to ache, and she could feel her legs swelling like balloons. She hurried toward the phone in the living room, but she fell on her side before she reached it. A sound came from her throat, something between a scream and a primitive howl.

Long, sharp teeth sprouted from her bleeding gums, shoving aside her perfect dental work. With the crackle of snapping bones, her lower jaw elongated into a snout, making room for the new fangs. Before her fingernails had finished turning into long, black talons, Tracey Bagwell discarded the last vestiges of her humanity.

Her sickness was gone, replaced by a terrible hunger.
  


Chapter 6
 

 


11:50 a.m.

 


Sandy Martin felt cold when she left the site where the World Trade Center had once stood. Now a huge area of heavy construction in the middle of Manhattan, it had once been the place where her brother had worked. He had died that terrible day, another victim of the Al-Qaeda terrorists, but she had never been able to bring herself to visit the spot. Even just after he’d been reported among the dead, she hadn’t traveled to New York. She’d found it hard enough to simply watch the events unfold on television … again and again and again. For all these past years, she had not been able to pay her respects at the 9/11 site. Her girlfriend, Nicole, told her repeatedly that she should see it for herself, that this would give her some sense of closure.

When she’d emerged from the subway station, the gap between the skyscrapers was immediately noticeable. Several tourists surrounded the empty space, taking pictures of the already towering building being constructed. It had to be at least twenty stories tall already, and many of the mirrored windows were installed. She imagined one day it would look glorious, but for now it merely seemed sad, like a prop standing in for the real thing. She was approached by several venders who peddled books and pictures of the falling towers, and she brushed them off. One foreigner didn’t understand, and he kept shoving a booklet in her face with a picture of the second plane hitting the place where her brother had worked, only two floors above the impact zone. She hurried away, but the image filled her mind, and she turned her back on the construction zone.

After her brief visit, after reading the plans for the future site on murals surrounding Ground Zero, after taking in the cross at St. Peter’s and seeing the plaque and all the votive candles on the sidewalk, she thought that Nicole had been wrong. She didn’t experience any kind of closure. All she felt was a strong sense of emptiness in her soul.

Taking the subway up to Times Square where she had heard about a huge Apple Store, she marveled at the silver train and the speeds it attained. The subway was truly remarkable to her, a miracle of engineering. She tried to put the image on the booklet out of her mind by people watching. However, there was barely anyone on the train. She’d always figured there would be cars packed full of commuters standing and holding onto the poles and filling the seats. There were actually only thirteen people in the car, including her.

Soon, she was ascending the stairs up to the streets of Times Square, surrounded by noise and skyscrapers. Huge screens showed animated ads for new musicals, reality television shows, and Coca-Cola, and long boards ran news headlines across one building – something about rats. Tables and chairs had been set up where the street had once been, and vendors called out to the people walking by their stores. Once again, Sandy thought there weren’t very many people in the streets. In all the pictures she’d ever seen, Times Square was a crowded, bustling area.

As she headed to the Apple Store to buy a gift for Nicole, she wondered what kind of person could do such a thing as bomb the towers and kill so many innocent people. Had they been brainwashed or had they been so filled with hatred that suicide would feel like popping a pimple, a great relief for their anger-filled souls? She knew she would never completely understand it. She had, of course, studied the various reasons why Al-Qaeda had attacked America, but something within her had been unable to fully comprehend that kind of heretical fervor. In the meantime, her brother was dead. She found herself crying, the tears on her cheeks drying in the cool wind.

She tried to turn her thoughts to something nicer – her relationship with her beloved Nicole. Sandy had met the sharpshooter in a bar, someplace dark and smoky with Melissa Etheridge blaring from a jukebox and shadowy tryst-filled corners. If it wasn’t love at first sight, it had been like-a-lot at first sight. That had been three years ago, and almost every moment of discovery had been joyful to Sandy. She was often sad when Nicole had to leave her to go fight her battles with the Army, but she understood why her lover did it. She was absolutely committed to keeping her country safe, despite the fact that a very vocal group of people considered gays and lesbians to be the downfall of that same country.

In her duties to the Army, Nicole didn’t tell and her bosses never asked, and this seemed to be fine with Nicole. Unfortunately, Sandy wasn’t fine with it. She didn’t want to remain hidden in the shadows like something sinister and dangerous. Then, “Don’t Ask, Don’t Tell” was repealed, and Sandy had been ready to embrace the new openness of their love affair. Unfortunately, Nicole still recoiled from revealing that much of herself to her comrades in arms. She hesitated, and Sandy saw the road ahead of her – the road lined with picket fences, houses in the suburbs, and shaggy dogs in the yards – suddenly take a sharp sideways turn. She could tell Nicole was delighted with the repeal of the law, but she could also sense her trepidation. She’d been hidden away in a closet for so long she’d grown accustomed to the cramped space and half-light her veiled life had offered her. She was also still afraid that she would be treated differently if her superiors knew who she loved in her spare time. Sandy had argued that they knew – they had to suspect; Nicole was as butch as they came. However, the sniper had still vacillated, afraid to take that final step and tell her superiors. She remained quiet about it, living her life in a state of secrecy, and it had caused a small rift in their affections.

Sandy begrudgingly consented to their furtive visits when Nicole was on leave, wonderful moments that were becoming few and far between with the advent of this whole Lycanthropy Virus. She had tried to convince Nicole to leave the Army, but girlfriend’s mind was made up. She said she felt useful, that she was good at what she did. Sandy agreed, knowing Nicole was one of the Army’s best shots – she had the trophies to prove it – but it didn’t make a difference to her heart. Heated arguments had resulted, and even more heated “forgive me” sex had followed. Their life was what it was – for now.

Sandy knew in her heart that Nicole would come around to her way of thinking one day. She hoped it was relatively soon. Recently, she had started mentioning adopting a child to Nicole, but she had been rebuffed so far. Sandy wanted a kid one day. She decided to continue chipping away at Nicole’s patent refusal.

At the Apple Store, she purchased an iPad and a green leather carrying case. Smiling, she knew Nicole would be thrilled with the gift – she often mentioned she needed something like one of these doodads to keep up with the world when she was on duty. Sandy had the sales clerk wrap it for her in bright paper. She couldn’t wait to get back to the hotel and start playing with the gadget with Nicole. Maybe she’d get one for herself with her next paycheck.

Passing the TKTS kiosk, she wondered if Nicole would be open to seeing a Broadway show that evening. It would be an expensive indulgence, but wasn’t that what vacations were all about? She mentally made a note to ask her lover this evening.

Brimming with the kind of happiness that only comes from finding a perfect gift for a loved one, Sandy headed toward the subway stairs. She whistled while walking past the wrought iron fencing and the gray subway sign. Dozens of people milled in both directions, and she found herself part of a descending herd. After a couple of turns, she scanned her recently purchased subway card and pushed through the turnstile. Passing the white-tiled mosaics, she looked for the orange B line heading to the hotel in Brooklyn. Moving right, she came across a filthy man playing guitar while sitting cross-legged on the floor. He sung softly, leaning against a metal magazine kiosk, his eyes closed, completely absorbed in the moment. Sandy dropped a five-dollar bill into his open guitar case.

The sound of the approaching train overwhelmed the man’s soft voice, and Sandy headed toward the tracks.

This was going to be a great evening.
  


Chapter 7
 

 


12:05 p.m.

 


John Creed took notes on Michael Keene’s story of woe, but he found his attention wandering across the road to the 42nd Street subway entrance. The McDonald’s where they shared a table was humming with activity, but John was certain there was a lot more to see on – hell, even under – the street. He’d been listening to Michael talk about his descent into poverty, his difficulty in hanging onto his home and his girlfriend, his downhill slide into the tunnels under the city where the so-called mole men lived. It was a depressing story with little hope for redemption, and such tales of wretchedness made for tedious reading. He would print the story, and it would be as well written as he could manage, but it really didn’t peak his interest.

Dirty tunnels … yadda yadda yadda … searching for food … blah blah blah … finding warmth under the city streets in the arms of another homeless person … trying not to lose his humanity … and so on and so forth …

It was tragic, but it wasn’t original or revelatory. Therefore, to John, it wasn’t news.

But orders were orders, and he was going to do his best to wring every bit of pathos out of the man’s sad fable.

Outside, a few people were passing, moving in that distinctively aggressive way New Yorkers moved, as if everything depended on getting someplace fast. There was always a sense of actual direction in their fast walking. Places to go, people to destroy, business to attend to, worlds to conquer.

For a moment, he wondered about the lack of pedestrians. The streets seemed to be fairly empty for lunch hour. He wondered if something had happened to drive them all indoors, where they were now glued to their television screens.

Then a woman ran screeching from the subway entrance, her hands fluttering in the air, purse clutched at her side. John perked up. Something was happening. Something worth his while as a reporter.

As he watched, he witnessed several other people fleeing, followed by a stream of a dozen or so large rats. The rodents were moving with the same purpose as the New Yorkers … places to go, people to eat. John was amazed at their size, at least a foot and a half in length, not counting the naked tails. They were the biggest rats he’d ever seen, and they really seemed determined to catch at least one of the screaming people. As one, they honed in on a heavy-set Chinese woman wearing Prada shoes and carrying a Coach bag. They moved with singular intent, chasing after her as she rounded a corner and disappeared from view.

“Holy shit!” John said, standing at the table, interrupting Michael’s narration. “Did you see those rats?”

“Big ones?” the homeless man asked, turning in his seat. His back was to the window. “Been hearing about them all over down in the tunnels. Getting to be the size of dogs, so the others say.”

“They just ran after a woman, like they were hunting as a pack.”

“It’s happening a lot lately,” Michael said. “Some of my people have been getting bit. Then they just sort of disappear.”

“You think the rats are eating people in the tunnels?” John asked, wide-eyed. Now this was more like it. This could be exploited, maybe even tied in with the whole Lycanthropy Virus outbreak. John could feel his yellow journalistic senses tingling, the singular thrill of the story as it unfolded.

“I don’t know if they’re eating anyone or not,” Michael continued, “but people are disappearing all the same. Been hearing some weird noises down there lately, too.”

John couldn’t help himself. He blurted, “Like howling? Like werewolves?”

Michael thought it over for a moment before answering. “Maybe. It’s hard to tell. The acoustics are all bent out of shape. Things echo, sound like they’re coming from other places. All the water doesn’t help either.”

“Just how many tunnels are down there?”

“No idea. Thousands, probably. City’s been building them since it started becoming a city. Some have that old red brick for walls, some have concrete. It’s different depending on where you go and when they were built.”

“Would you give me a tour, Michael? You know, take me around, show me some of the sights? Maybe I can get a listen to some of those weird sounds you’ve mentioned?”

“Sure. You wanna go down now?”

“Are you kidding?” John gasped, gathering up his mini recorder and pen and paper. He had his jacket on before he finished, “There’s no time like the present, right?”

“Why not?” Michael said with a shrug. “Could improve the story, huh?”

“Oh, it will most definitely help the story. If something’s really happening down there, this could be the story of the year.”

Pulitzer Prize, here I come, John thought, making sure his camera bag was secure on his shoulder.

“And this could do a good turn for my people?” John asked.

“Yeah, yeah, sure it will. Now let’s go tunnel crawling.”

They stood and walked out of the McDonald’s, heading for the 40th Street subway entrance. The air had a chill to it. He didn’t spot any more rodents, and the street was nearly cleared of people. As they made their way to the entrance, John noticed that nobody was exiting the subway. It was strangely silent for this time of day. He again wondered where all the people had gone.

Probably scared of the rats, he thought. Who could blame them? Those buggers were huge.

“This is the easiest way in,” Michael said. “Only there’s usually a crowd. Maybe you’re lucky. We won’t have to sneak around so much.”

They walked down the steps into the station, and John felt that same pricking sensation along his spine. It usually boded a good story, but he wondered if this time it was a warning not to go any farther.

They wove down the steps, past the white tile that gleamed as though someone had just buffed it. Movie posters, some of them comically defaced, adorned the walls.

“Come on, we need to get on the tracks heading south,” Michael said.

“We’re going to Flatbush?” John asked.

“No. We’re going down, like you wanted.”

There were very few people on the platform – an elderly Hassidic Jew fingering his prayer shawl, a pretty blond woman talking to a tough looking African-American woman with a buzz cut and a sleeveless T-shirt, an elderly woman with a cart full of grocery bags, and a rather fat businessman with a briefcase. A young African-American man in sweats leaned against a wall, tapping his feet in rhythm with a song on his iPod. Sitting at one of the benches was an athletic girl in a New York Nets jersey, probably high-school aged, and an attractive Spanish-looking woman in a gray suit. They were deep in conversation, and John overheard them say, “There can’t be any more of them. If there were lots of them, you’d see it on the news. Relax.”

“This way,” Michael said, leading the reporter to the edge of the platform of the number 2 and 3 lines heading toward Brooklyn. “Is anyone watching?”

John joined him and looked down onto the tracks that led off into darkness.

“I asked if anyone was watching.”

In the distance, John heard a train rumbling, heading for the station. It screeched against the tracks. He turned, looked at the small group of people. They were all peering down the tunnel in the direction of a gathering light – the B train heading downtown.

“Yes, they’re all looking this way,” John said.

“Then we wait till the train leaves.”

Within a few moments, the downtown B train had pulled up to the station and had opened its doors. The small group of people shuffled inside, looking around at the empty car as though just realizing they were nearly alone. With a hiss, the doors of the subway car closed, and it squealed as it took off for the next station.

“Now,” Michael said, leaping off the platform, landing between two rails. “Hey, look at this. We’re lucky.”

He held up two yellow construction hats, hard plastic, with lights built into the bills. He handed one to John, who immediately put it on and tested the brightness of the beam of light.

“I feel like a coal miner,” he said with a grin.

“Okay, come on down here. Watch out for the third rail.”

“I thought that was a myth,” John said, jumping off the platform. He stumbled a bit upon landing.

“So are giant rats and werewolves,” John said. “You wanna take the chance?”

He headed north into the near darkness, and John followed.

“You ever seen any alligators down here?” he asked as they headed for the island platform.

“Little ones,” Michael said nonchalantly.

That cold, tingly feeling was racing up and down John Creed’s spine again.
  


Chapter 8
 

 


12:10 p.m.

 


Nicole Truitt paced her hotel room, anxious for Sandy’s return. In the background, CNN blasted yet another story about killer mutant animals appearing in New York City. Nicole tried not to worry about it, but her girlfriend had been gone for the morning, and she wished Sandy would call to tell her she was all right. She chastised herself; just because Sandy hadn’t called didn’t mean she’d been devoured by some freak of nature from the monster gene pool.

There was a knock on the door, and she stepped over and opened it. General Taylor Burns stood in the hallway, looking sheepish. He appeared smaller in his civilian clothes, loose black jeans and a faded gray sweatshirt, but his broad John Wayne-ish face grinned back at her with pearly white teeth, his brown eyes turned down at the corners so he always looked a little remorseful – a basset hound with a tan. Sighing, Nicole motioned him into the room, knowing he didn’t have anywhere else to go.

He had followed her and Sandy to New York, claiming he wanted to see the botanical gardens, but the women knew he had no interest in plants and butterflies. If there had been a gun and knife show, maybe they could have believed his assertions. They knew he didn’t have anywhere else to go. He had no family, no close friends. Other than his connections in the Lycan Sniper Team, he had very little in the way of human connections. So he stayed close to his favorites, and Nicole was at the top of that list. Usually, she didn’t mind him tagging along, but she had been craving some quality time with her girlfriend, and his presence felt like a bit of an intrusion.

She still hadn’t told him about her real relationship with Sandy. She knew he couldn’t get her kicked out of the Armed Services, not since “Don’t Ask Don’t Tell” had been repealed, but she didn’t want their professional relationship to change, either. She liked him, his solid world view, the way he brightened when she showed him any attention. She figured he had to at least suspect what she and Sandy did behind locked hotel doors, but he was old school, and he wasn’t about to ask her about her personal life. Nicole wondered if this had anything to do with the fact that he had no personal life of his own.

“You watching the news?” he asked, taking a seat on the edge of the bed.Sighing, Nicole flopped down next to him. If Sandy came back now, they would end up spending the whole day talking about how to destroy more werewolves and how the country had gone into the hairy-assed toilet. Burns was staunchly anti-Lycanthrope. After the things he had witnessed in Cincinnati over the three-day outbreak, he found himself dreaming about transformed Lycans. He often had nightmares about the dead and the monstrous things that had massacred so many innocent people.

And he would always be certain to tell Nicole all about these feelings he had. It was as certain as the tides.

“Yeah,” she answered, sitting next to him, preparing herself for the oncoming tirade.

“You can’t tell me these giant rats have nothing to do with the Lycan Virus. You see where some of the people they’ve bitten have started turning into beasts. It’s just too similar to be a coincidence.”

The television was showing a hospital in New York City where a tired looking reporter was interviewing a series of doctors. They were announcing an influx of rat bite victims in the past several hours, and the patients were being observed.

“There are rumors,” the reporter said, “that those who were bitten have changed into Lycanthropes, just as though there was a full moon outside. Can you verify this claim?”

“No comment,” the first doctor said, turning and leaving the interview.

“That’s as much as an agreement,” Taylor Burns said, shifting on the bed.

“Seems like it,” Nicole said, biting her lip. “General…”

“How many times have I told you, Nicole – you can call me Taylor. We’re just friends here, not superior and inferior officers. Matter of fact, we’ve worked together long enough, you should call me by my given name any time you want to.”

“Thanks, General, but it’s not that easy to curb old habits.”

“Ain’t that the goddamn truth?”

“And, well, about old habits. You know I came here with Sandy, right?”

He nodded, not taking his eyes off the television set. The cameraman was following the reporter down the hospital hallway.

“Well, we hoped to kind of get away from it all. Have a nice little vacation. We’re, um, very close, you know.”

“Yeah, I know. Nice girl, that Sandy. I like her.”

Nicole rolled her eyes, wondering if she would have to bluntly tell him to screw off while she had a date with her girlfriend. Instead, she took a long breath and calmly said, “I like her a lot, too.”

“It’s good you have a friend,” Burns said.

“Yes, but she’s more than that. She’s a lot more than a friend.”

The news reporter was saying something about sneaking into the room of one of the rat bite victims, a woman who was attacked near Central Park. The camerawork was extremely shaky.

Burns was concentrating on the news footage with intense interest, paying little mind to Nicole’s pathetic attempt at coming out of the closet. She gave a long sigh, and he held up a finger to shush her for a moment while he finished watching the program.

“I need to see this. We both do.”

When Nicole turned her attention to the television set, she saw the cameraman open a door and creep into a hospital room. The room was dark, and everything went black for a moment before he got his light operating with a high-pitched buzzing sound. The reporter snuck in front of the camera, brushing a hand through his wavy, dark hair. He smiled brightly, motioning his comrade to follow him to the bed. His teeth were distractingly white.

“In this room,” the reporter droned, “is Christina Brunner, who was bitten by one of the monster rats this afternoon while walking through Central Park. Let’s see how she feels.”

“I don’t think this is gonna be good,” General Burns said in a low voice.

The reporter pulled back the curtain, revealing a large creature strapped down to the hospital bed with long leather bindings. It was one of the Lycanthropes, teeth gnashing, eyes rolling. It made feeble, sad attempts at freeing its arms, but it was obviously drugged to the gills. It looked over at the reporter, its movements sluggish. Its body was covered with coarse black and brown hair, and its snout was long and pointed like a wolf’s. The teeth in its head seemed to be going in every direction at once – an orthodontist’s nightmare – and it snapped angrily at the cameraman.

“My God,” the reporter gasped. “The rumors are true. The rat bites seem to be infectious, spreading some new variation on the Lycanthrope Virus. Are you getting this, Fred?”

The cameraman got closer, zooming in on the rolling yellow eyes of the beast. The creature struggled for a bit, seemed to get its bearings in the confines of the bed. The reporter inched closer, careful not to step out of frame. Heedful of the beast’s slavering jaws, he reached behind himself and yanked the curtains open, letting the bright afternoon sunshine flood the room.

The beast howled, shutting its eyes tightly against the glare. Its pointed ears lay back flat against its triangular head.

“As you can see, folks, this is the middle of the day. This is a live broadcast, and this monster isn’t turning back into a human being. This new form of the virus doesn’t appear to be affected by the full moon as the original Lycanthrope Virus was. This new strain seems to be…”

With a triumphant growl, the creature pulled its arms forward, snapping one of the leather straps in two. A piece of it hung from the thing’s thick, muscular wrist. It whooped in triumph, slashing out at the reporter and catching the side of his face in its long, black claws. Blood gushed from four parallel wounds that opened up on the man’s cheek and nose, and he fell out of the frame, screaming. The cameraman backed away from the scene as the reporter cursed and held his hands against the wound.

“Hoo boy!” Burns said, and whistled. “Here we go again.”

The cameraman was at the door when a doctor in a white lab coat and two police officers stormed past him toward the bed. They reached it as the monster freed its other arm. The cops drew their weapons, standing in a firing stance as the doctor pushed a hypodermic needle into the creature’s leg. It screamed, sounding almost human, and then it slashed out at the doctor, tearing out half the man’s throat. He fell to the tiled floor, tubes sticking out from his neck, arterial blood spraying across the white walls of the room.

General Burns inched his butt forward until he was sitting on the edge of the bed. Nicole discovered she had already perched on the corner of the mattress, anxiously watching the gory live footage. She chewed a fingernail, a nervous habit she’d often tried to quit.

The creature attempted to stand, pulling the hospital bed over onto its side as the police fired at it. Bloody holes appeared on its rough fur, and it stumbled, the bed toppling over onto it. The cameraman had backed into the doorway and the focus was getting sloppy, but he was still shooting the scene.

Bullets pinged and ricocheted off the metal railings of the bed as the creature tried to hide underneath it. In the background, by the window, the reporter was on his hands and knees, the sun silhouetting him as he arched his back…

…and leapt at the cameraman in the doorway. The television screen filled with the feral visage of the reporter, half changed into a monster. His eyes were yellow, covered by a protruding brow. His nose was inching out of his face like a telescope, and his new teeth were sprouting out of bleeding gums. His clothes were ripping and tearing, and he launched himself at the camera operator, who screamed and dropped his equipment.

The television screen went to fuzzy static, then a test pattern.

“I repeat myself, holy shit,” General Burns said, not taking his eyes away from the empty screen. “That poor bastard was changing minutes after getting bitten. In the middle of the day, nonetheless!”

“It looks like it happened fast.”

“Worse than that, if these rats are streaming through the streets of New York, randomly biting people, and those people change into Lycans, then they start biting and clawing people…”

“Gonna be a hell of a lot of monsters on the streets come nighttime,” Nicole said, feeling perspiration break out on her forehead. “And they won’t even have a full moon.”

The television picture returned to the CNN studio and two women started discussing what they had just seen, pointing out the obvious points that the rat bites seemed to carry a new and more virulent strain of the Lycan Virus. They smiled, but their eyes kept returning to the corners of the studio, as if they were afraid of what was lurking there. No amount of pancake makeup could cover up their fear.

In the hotel room in Brooklyn, Nicole turned to General Burns, fixing him in her sights. She said, “Sandy’s in Manhattan visiting Ground Zero.”

“Yeah?” he said. “Geez, she’d better be hightailing it out of the damn city.”

“She’s my lover,” Nicole blurted out. “I … I need to get to her.”

“Then, you’d better get going,” Burns said, sounding more and more like John Wayne. “Not a very safe place for her to be.”

Flabbergasted, Nicole asked, “Did you hear what I just said? Sandy and I are—”

“I know what you said, and do you really think I’m so stupid? Jesus, Mary, and Joseph, you two are inseparable. Plus, I’ve seen the way you two look at each other. I have eyes, you know?”

“And, um, it doesn’t bother you?”

“Should it?” he asked, raising his eyebrows at her. “Pretty much figured it was none of my business.”

“I love her,” Nicole admitted, as much to herself as to this man sitting next to her. It felt really good, really empowering to say the words aloud with someone other than Sandy in the room.

“In the words of my twelve-year-old nephew, ‘Well, duh!’”

She laughed at him, and he grinned back at her. Then she remembered herself and the situation unspooling around her.

“Let me call her, warn her to get out of the city,” she said, reaching for her cell phone.

It started ringing before she snapped it open.

She glanced at Taylor Burns, and he shrugged. Then his phone started playing his ringtone – “The Ballad of the Green Berets.”

He said, “You picked a hell of a time to come out of the closet.”
  


Chapter 9
 

 


12:20 p.m.

 


The theater was only half full for the matinee of the newest Walt Disney animated movie, but the kids watching the princess singing with the forest animals were enthralled. Some of the parents watched with wistful smiles on their faces, while others prayed for the credits to start rolling so they could get back to work. Josh Kleiner was one such parent.

He was already a week behind schedule with his latest building project, but his little girl, Aimee, had begged him to take her to the movie until he couldn’t put her off any longer. Glancing down at her, he saw her wide eyes. She was totally lost in the movie’s magic. He glanced at his watch again, wondering how much longer this bitch could sing before the inevitable happy ending.

Aimee looked up at him and grinned, exposing her missing front tooth. He grinned back at her; it was impossible not to. Despite having to endure every princess movie known to man, he loved his own little princess more than he ever imagined he could. Since his wife had died, she was everything to him, and he’d endure a hundred more musical royal wedding movies to see her grin just a little more.

He just wished he could get back to work today as soon as possible. His clients had been making a stink because he was taking due diligence with their plans. They couldn’t – or didn’t want to – acknowledge the difficulty of the zoning in their particular location.

Something brushed against his pant leg, and he reached down, hoping it wasn’t a bedbug. There were articles about infected theaters in the newspapers every week, and it was near impossible to get those things out once they found a way into your house. He’d even seen giant inflatable bedbugs in Times Square with warning signs posted on their corrugated breastplates.

Sharp pain in his thumb made him cry out and raise the hand to his mouth, instinctively sucking at a small, bleeding wound. Had he caught his hand on something sharp like an exposed nail? Leaning forward, he peered under the seat and saw a pair of yellow, beady eyes glaring back at him.

“Jesus, a rat!” he screamed.

At the same time, someone down front cried out and leapt up onto their theater seat.

The rat raced away, and Josh could see dozens of the vermin scurrying down the aisle, biting at exposed ankles or hands that fell down from the armrests.

He grabbed Aimee and placed the little girl on top of her chair. The seat folded up, and her legs dropped into the newly formed crack. With her feet turned forward, she was stuck. He couldn’t extricate her from the jaws of the seat no matter how hard he pulled. She screeched, trying to free herself, but her feet were too big to fit back through the hole, and she wasn’t thinking about how to turn them sideways.

Josh reached for her, but he fell over onto the floor, the victim of a sudden overwhelming dizzy spell. His head hit the concrete, and he saw hundreds of black jujubes stuck to the bottom of the seat where his daughter was trapped.

In the front of the theater something howled, an animalistic roar as though a lion were loose in the theater. Without thinking, Josh answered it with his own bestial baying. He felt strange, as though millions of insects were burrowing through his skin. He could hear bones snapping like a socket wrench twisting.

He reached out a hand tipped with newly formed black talons and snatched one of the foot-long rats from the floor, one of the smaller ones. It squealed, and he tossed it into his mouth. When he bit down, he could feel new, unused teeth penetrating the rodent’s skin, teeth that hadn’t been there a few minutes earlier.

And it felt oh so good, tasted even better.

Raising himself up onto his back haunches, half transformed into a Lycanthrope, he looked down at the trapped little girl wailing at him, tears streaming down her face. She seemed familiar, somehow. He sniffed the top of her blond head, and she smelled vaguely familiar as well.

Then, something pulsed through his muscular torso, and any vestige of humanity shivered into submissiveness. His fur rippled.

He leaned over and took Aimee’s head off with a single skull-splintering bite.

The taste was almost orgasmic, so he took another mouthful, then another, his body shivering with the pleasure of all his senses working in tangent.

He leaned back and howled, licking the blood from his lips.

Dozens of transformed people from the front rows of the theater started leaping over the seats, swiping at each other, attacking the people toward the back of the place. They fled through the doors into the lobby, where loud screams followed. Glass broke as they exited the building and streamed into the street, trailed by a horde of rats.

 


* * *

 


Kelly Laymon put her arm around her boyfriend, Rafe, admiring the sights from the top level of a double-decker sightseeing bus. Leaning into his shoulder, she wondered why she had demanded going on this tour. The autumn air was chilly, blowing through her blond hair, and the red bus seemed to stop at the numerous red lights more often than it went past anything remotely interesting. As it headed towards Times Square, she hoped the tour guide would say something she didn’t already know.

They were visiting from Michigan, having a wild New York weekend. At least that’s what they had planned would happen. The musical they’d hoped to catch was sold out. The hotel was cramped and more than a little sordid. Ground Zero was still just a big construction site in the middle of Manhattan. Surely, the lights of Times Square would be more exciting.

The light turned green and the bus started again. She heard loud shouts from the bottom deck of the bus. Turning towards Rafe, she asked, “Wonder what’s happening down there?”

People appeared at the entrance to the top deck, running up the little staircase, pushing each other out of the way. One woman fell to the floor and the tourists behind her trampled on her in their rush to get to the top deck.

“Rats!” One of them screamed. “Hundreds of rats!”

Kelly snuggled in close to Rafe as the bus lurched to the left. The driver must have been trying to regain control, but he smashed into the sides of two yellow taxi cabs before swerving to the opposite side of the street, taking out a mailbox. A Chinese man fell over the railing, plummeting to the street below.

As Kelly held onto Rafe, she saw the last of the lower-deck passengers leap onto the upper deck. Although wearing torn jeans, the thing wasn’t human.

Kelly knew what this was. She’d read all about the Lycan Virus, had been perversely fascinated by it. This was one of the beasts, and it flung itself at the nearest victim, the woman who’d fallen at the top of the stairs. It sank its teeth into her throat, shaking her, then it sprang to the first row of seats, clawing at the fallen Chinese man’s wife.

In seconds, the woman whose throat the beast had ravaged was changing into a monster, too. The wound seemed to heal itself as brown fur grew over her entire body. Bones snapped, rearranged themselves.

People at the back of the bus were jumping onto the street to escape from the monsters that were attacking everyone at the front of the vehicle. It lurched to the left, and several more passengers spilled over the railing to the pavement below. Kelly heard them land with a sickening crunching sound.

The beast moved on to another victim, and the Chinese lady began to change. The woman with the wounded neck had finished her metamorphosis and leapt over a seat to land on an elderly couple, her claws tearing and shredding flesh.

Kelly realized there were only two more seats left before the monsters reached her. Rafe seemed to be in shock, paralyzed with terror, so she grabbed his arm and started pulling him toward the aisle.

As the first of the two-foot-long rats scrambled to the second level, the bus swerved hard to the right, and the vehicle hurtled onto the sidewalk. Kelly was thrown to the floor as the bus plowed into the glass front of the New York Times Building, lodging itself under the news ticker, the wave of headlines turning into a shower of sparks over her head. Rafe, who had been standing, was neatly cut in half, his bottom segment flopping down in front of where Kelly had landed in the aisle.

The news ticker billboard groaned, then, amidst a shower of blue sparks, it tilted forward, falling on top of the double-decker bus. Kelly screamed as glass shards fell around her. The structure settled on top of the bus with a loud thud, and the vehicle came to a jolting stop.

Raising her head, Kelly saw that the news ticker was resting where it had dropped, on top of the seats of the open-air part of the bus, like a new roof only a few feet from the floor where she had fallen next to Rafe’s dismembered legs. She gave a little sob when she saw her boyfriend’s lower half, bleeding and oozing.

Streams of sunlight peeked through holes in the collapsed news ticker. Here and there, blue sparks still sizzled and popped, briefly illuminating the gloom like a mistimed strobe light. Kelly could see battered and torn bodies all around her in these quick flashes. Some of them were squirming, in the middle of their metamorphosis into Lycanthropes.

Then, something moved in the darkness near the front of the bus. One of the beasts was crawling on all fours down the aisle, its back scraping against the fallen news ticker. It had spotted her, and Kelly decided then and there that she wasn’t going out like the others.

Finding the daylight near the back of the bus, she crawled toward it, heedless of the glass embedding itself in her hands and knees. She left a trail of crimson as she headed for the light and the relative safety of the street. She could hear the beast growling behind her, its talons clicking against the aisle floor. She moved faster.

As she reached the hole at the back of the bus, she stuck her head out. It was only about a twenty foot drop. She might break a few bones, but she’d be in the street. People were scattered all along Times Square, and as she watched, several of them were changing into Lycanthropes. They were everywhere, as were the rats streaming out of the sewer grates. Taxis and cars swerved, striking pedestrians and crashing into storefronts or each other.

She realized there was no safe place. The disease was spreading. Monsters were everywhere.

The creature behind her clasped her ankle in its furry hand and yanked her back into the darkness under the sign. She submitted to her fate, not screaming at all, not even when the beast bit off her left leg.

All around the bus, chaos erupted.

New York City had become a Petri dish overflowing with a new corruption.
  


Chapter 10
 

 


12:25 p.m.

 


Sandy Martin studied the people who inhabited the subway car with her. There weren’t very many of them – a muscular African American man in his mid-twenties, an elderly lady with shopping bags, an athletic looking woman who could have doubled for Linda Carter as Wonder Woman, and a girl of about sixteen sitting near her. There was also a middle-aged man in a suit so tight, the buttons on his jacket threatened to burst across the train at any moment. Sandy had always thought the subway would be bustling with people in the middle of the day, but the other cars appeared to be nearly empty as well.

After they had all boarded, some of the passengers in Sandy’s car started asking questions, discussing the weird spectacle of a horde of huge rats chasing a woman out of the subway. The vermin had seemed intent on catching her, as if their little rat minds were in perfect synchronicity. Even native New Yorkers, who seemed to shrug off everything as just another day in the Big Apple, were disturbed by the scene.

The elderly lady, who possessed a strong Queens accent and long unruly hair sat opposite Sandy, next to the handsome, slim African American man. She wore a long house dress with purple flowers all over it, and he was clad in baggy sweatpants and a sleeveless red T-shirt. His arms were muscular, and he carried a shoe bag over his shoulder. He listened to music on an iPod. The chubby businessman opened a briefcase and perused a sheaf of papers that looked vaguely official to Sandy. His left pinky finger was adorned with a gold ring, probably a souvenir of some high school athletic championship. He had the look of an ex-football player gone to seed. The two women on the other side of the car spoke in soft tones to each other, and Sandy thought the younger of the two appeared frightened. The older one was speaking to her – Sister? Daughter? – in low, comforting tones.

“I never saw such a thing,” the old woman said, her wrinkled hands raised to her furrowed cheeks. “So many rats.”

“Yeah, well, the city’s full of ’em,” the young man said. “Especially underneath where the subway goes. Only a matter of time till they make for the surface. All the good food up there?” He shook his head, clucking his tongue.

The portly man in the bad suit pulled out his cell phone and started dialing. Swearing, he closed it. “No service. Thought the damn city was supposed to have Wi-Fi up and running by now.” He snapped his briefcase shut.

The elderly woman shook her head, saying, “Feh, if you listen to the promises of the meshuggener politicians, you deserve the disappointment you get.”

“It works in some places,” the tall Latino woman said in a clipped accent. “I’ve used mine down here before. They just aren’t done with all the installations.”

“Rats probably chewed through the signal wires,” the young African American man said.

Sandy pulled out her Blackberry and looked for available bars. For a second, she saw the ghost of one appear, then she put the device away, shaking her head.

“I’ve got nothing,” she said.

The young woman who was sitting with the Amazonian Latino moved closer to her older companion.

“I’m scared, Coach,” the girl said. “Those rats … there was something seriously wrong with them. Did you see how big they were?”

“Rats get big in the sewers, Alice,” the older woman replied.

“But did you see their eyes? They were all yellow and nasty looking.”

The businessman unbuttoned his suit jacket and said, “Yeah. There was something really fucked about their eyes. And the way they moved. My name is Craig Chew, by the way. Of Levy, Thieback, and Chew.”

The black man snapped his fingers, “Yeah, man, I’ve seen you on TV. Late night commercials, but you were dressed like Paul Revere. ‘The litigation is coming.’”

“Not my finest moment, I’ll admit,” said Craig Chew. “But lucrative, nonetheless.”

The subway car went dark for a second, but then the lights flickered back on as the train shuddered, vibrating its way along the track.

“Whoa,” the young man said, pulling himself to his feet using one of the shiny metal vertical poles. “What was that?”

“Just the shaking of old bones. These trains are all ancient, you know. Like me,” the old lady in the purple flower dress said. “The transit’s been around almost as long as I have. There are bound to be a few arthritic spots on the tracks.”

The lights flickered again, and the young girl squeezed in closer to the tall older woman. This time, the train suffered a tremor so severe it shook the black guy off his feet and onto the floor.

“Shit! What the hell was that?”

The lights came back on. Sandy saw the concern in the eyes of the New Yorkers. These were people familiar with the regular machinations of the New York Transit System, and whatever had happened was obviously out of the ordinary.

She asked, “Do these trains ever get stuck down here? Like in a blackout?”

Craig Chew answered, “Sometimes. But it’s really rare.”

“I never felt nothing like that, though,” the African American man said. “That was … I don’t know what that was, but it felt wrong. Like the car was gonna jump the tracks or something.”

“No need to worry,” the old Jewish lady said. She gave Sandy a toothless grin and continued, “If the train stalls, it’ll start again in a couple of minutes. Trust an old native, sweetie. You must be a tourist.”

Sandy nodded, said, “Yeah. From Ohio. My brother died at 9-11, and I … I wanted to see the site before it was all built over.”

“Sorry to hear that, dear. My name is Sylvia Levy. I’ve been a resident for my whole life. Been riding these trains since the forties.”

“It’s nice to meet you Sylvia.”

“So don’t you worry about a thing. You’re safe in here from whatever might be out there.”

“Like those big assed rats,” the young man said.

“Right,” Sylvia continued. “They can’t get in here. And if the train stops, the Transit Authorities will have it started again in a flash and you’ll be zooming back to Brooklyn with the rest of us.”

“Thanks,” Sandy said, checking her Blackberry again. Still no signal. She sighed and looked back at the elderly woman in the purple dress. “I feel a lot better.”

Then, the lights blinked out and stayed out.

And the subway train juddered to a screeching halt.

“Oh shit,” the African American man whispered. “This ain’t good.”

Sandy’s phone rang once. As she fumbled to get it out of her pocket, it fell silent.
  


Chapter 11
 

 


12:30 p.m.

 


Michael Keene led John Creed down the tracks, away from the 42nd Street Subway Station. The white tiled hallway echoed with their voices and footsteps, but the usual buzz of numerous conversations was absent. It gave Michael the jitters, and he wanted to head underground as fast as he could and hide away.

“We’ll have to be careful,” Michael said, and the beam of his headlamp bobbed as he walked. “The Transit Authority’s always watching for people trying to go underground. Luckily, it looks like the rats scared away most of the normal crowds for this time of day. Follow me and stay close. And watch your feet. If trains switch tracks, you could get your foot crushed.”

“Thanks.”

“No problem. Now, follow me this way.”

Michael headed down the dark tunnel, lit every fifty feet or so with dim lights, which were either blue or red. He moved with the calm assuredness of someone who’d traversed this pathway many, many times, confidence on full display. John, busy watching his tread and the dreaded third rail, moved as quickly as he could, following him.

They scurried farther into the tunnel, and it grew darker and narrower as they went. The walls were dirty brick, and every once in a while they passed cubby holes where people probably ducked when the subway trains went roaring past. The various tracks were separated by grime-covered metal walls, with large gaps in between pillars.

“Almost there,” Michael said.

John nodded, but he felt a trembling beneath his feet and heard a rattling noise in the tunnel ahead. As he watched, the tunnel grew brighter, and it started to fill with light.

“Uh … Michael. Train.”

“Better hurry then,” the mole man said. “Just in here.”

He showed John a large hole in the wall where the brickwork had collapsed. It was extremely dark inside the hole, and Michael hopped through it, disappearing into the murky blackness. His headlamp glowed dimly, offering little illumination.

The train was growing closer, the sound of its screeching becoming louder as if the machine were protesting against its speed. It sent vibrations along the tracks, which grew stronger with its approach. The light was also getting brighter. As John looked up, he saw it form a perfect circle when it turned the corner and started directly toward him.

He jumped, flinging himself into the hole and banging his shoulder against the bricks. A few of them broke loose and fell, crumbling into dust at the bottom of the hole. The train passed with an insanely loud noise. It created a breeze, which blew more dust into the air, making John cough. Michael, however, seemed immune. The lights of the train flickered past the hole, briefly illuminating the passageway into which they had climbed.

Michael turned on a small flashlight and said, “This way.”

They stepped down a long corridor, filled with dark-red bricks. There were as many on the floor as there were lining the Art-Deco archways. Everything was damp to the touch. John could hear water trickling somewhere, but he didn’t see any streams. His foot went into a small pool of extremely cold water, and he hissed.

“We’re about a quarter of the way there,” Michael said in what appeared to be a disembodied voice. All John could see was the tiny beam of his flashlight. “I just wanna check on someone before we get any lower.”

“Lower?”

“Oh yeah, we have a few more levels to go down. We’ve been going farther and farther under the surface, but we’ll have to take a ladder soon to the next level down.”

“How many people live down here?” John asked, jogging to keep up with the bouncing parallel headlamp and penlight.

“Oh, I dunno,” Michael answered, not slowing for a second. “Couple thousand maybe. I know of several hundred, myself.”

“That many? I thought most of them were rounded up when Giuliani swept through and Disney-fied the streets. He said he cleaned out the homeless people.”

“He’s a politician. He was saying what people want to hear. There will always be homeless people, and these people will always seek out the warmest place to stay.”

“Doesn’t feel very warm to me,” John said as they reached a series of rungs built into the wall. “Feels downright damp, actually.”

“It’ll get warmer as we go. You’ll see. All those steampipes and sewer grates. We go down here,” he said, descending the rungs in a spritely manner. John followed in a much more careful and vigilant manner.

“During Reagan’s reign,” Michael continued, “a lot of the mentally ill were released into New York City when the state could no longer fund their welfare. They immediately took to the streets, but the smartest ones went below the streets. There were whole communities down here, people with places almost as nice as any apartment building. Since Giuliani’s time, however, there’ve been a bunch of sweeps through the tunnels. Policemen were sent to remove everyone, putting them back out on the streets again. Some lucky ones were put in shelters or halfway houses. The smart ones just dug in deeper.”

They prowled down another corridor; this one had dark brick walls that sweated profusely. The air was warmer, however, and long pipes ran overhead, covered in spray-on asbestos. Long streams of what looked like mucus-covered flypaper hung from the pipes, and John had to duck his head to avoid bumping into the nasty things.

“I call these things snot-cicles,” Michael said, shining his light upwards so John could see the thousands of dangling grotesque oddities. “I don’t know what’s in them, but they’re sticky as hell, so don’t touch any of them.”

“I’ll try not to,” John replied, ducking his head even farther.

They descended another set of rungs pounded into a wall. This time, the iron treads were loose, and brick dust clouded into John’s eyes as he followed Michael. The tunnel he found himself in was even wetter, with a small stream running down the middle. Plastic bags full of what looked like wet rags lined the sides of the hall. There were no lights spread out along the sides of the wall, or, if there were, they were permanently extinguished.

“Hope you don’t mind getting your feet wet,” Michael said cheerfully. “The guy I’m looking for stays over here in one of these empty rooms.”

He led John another hundred feet or so before stepping into a small cubbyhole that the reporter couldn’t graciously call a closet. There was a filthy single mattress along the far side of the wall, wet and stained with God knows what. A shopping cart was parked on the left side, overflowing with black trash bags and a broken tennis racket. A small bowl full of what looked like dog food lay at the far end of the cart. A huge rat was devouring the chunks of kibble, and it looked up at them, hissing. Its yellow eyes glowed under a protruding brow in the near-dark. It started for them, its two-foot-long body sliding along the wall.

Without a word, Michael pulled the tennis racket out of the shopping cart and started whaling on the beast. It screeched, snapping its jaws, but the homeless man made a perfect swing into its skull, and it fell to the damp floor, its body shuddering for a moment before it died.

“That bastard’s huge,” John said, pulling his camera from his pocket and snapping pictures of the deceased rat.

“There are bigger ones down here,” Michael said nonchalantly.

“Bigger than this monster? Jesus, how do you people live down here?”

“Never said it was easy. You do what you have to do.”

John was thinking, Monster rats. I don’t know how much longer I want to stay underground. I need a weapon, and I need it now.

He said, “Doesn’t look like your friend is here. He has a dog?”

Michael nodded. “Old man by the name of Jones. He has a little brown and white mongrel. They keep each other out of trouble.”

He stepped across the room, peering down at the stained mattress. When he flashed his light across it, the stains went from an indistinct dark color to a bright red. Michael put his hand to it, drew it back, and showed his wet, stained fingers to John.

“Blood. Still wet. Whatever happened didn’t happen very long ago. I just saw the man this morning.” He wiped the blood from his fingers onto his dirty jeans.

“I’m thinking this tour’s about over,” John said, ashamed when his voice cracked. “What do you say? Time to head back to the surface?”

“I should look for him,” Michael said. “He’s really old. Fairly sick, too.”

“With that kind of blood loss, he’s probably fairly dead,” John said, trying to sound as if the whole situation wasn’t scaring the shit out of him. “Not to sound cruel, but maybe we should watch out for ourselves. How many of those rats did you say are down here?”

“The underground is full of them. The closer you get to the sewers, the more you’ll see.”

“And the sewer is … where?”

Michael pointed, “Just past that wall.”

“Okay, yeah, we need to get topside right now. Sorry about your friend, but I don’t want to face another mutant. I’m sorry.”

Michael nodded. “All right. I’ll get you back to the surface. Then I’m coming back and looking for Jones. The poor guy’s had a hard enough life, and now this. I hope he’s not wounded.”

They turned toward the door of the little room, to face a pair of glowing yellow eyes in the blackness of the corridor. They were positioned higher up than the rat’s, a good foot and a half off the ground. With a low growl, they advanced forward, slowly, toward the light.

Michael lifted the tennis racket above his head, and John scanned the room for some kind of weapon – any kind of weapon – but he saw nothing. He turned back to the creature that stepped out of the darkness and into the beam of his flashlight.

It was a dog, or it had once been a dog. It stood almost three feet high on twisted, gnarled legs. Its snout was huge, out of proportion to the rest of its body, and sharp teeth poked out of its slavering maw from every direction – too many teeth for one mouth to contain. Its brown and white fur was patchy, long in some areas, almost piebald in others. Its talons clicked on the brickwork as it stalked towards them, its head lowered, the hackles on its back rising. It growled low and deep.

“Jake?” Michael said. “Oh my God, it’s Jake.”

Then, the beast lunged towards John.
  


Chapter 12
 

 


12:35 p.m.

 


Nicole dialed Sandy’s Blackberry number again as more footage of destruction played out on the flat-screen television in her hotel room. Once again, there was no answer. She bit her lip, blinked her eyes to prevent tears from emerging. She couldn’t show this kind of weakness in front of her superior officer. She wouldn’t allow herself to openly display emotion like that.

General Burns was on his cell phone, sitting at the little desk in the room and taking notes on hotel stationary. He grunted every once in a while. Nicole knew he’d fill her in when he was ready. In the meantime, she turned her attention back to the television, a hand in front of her mouth as she watched the footage.

Buildings were on fire, as were several cars. In the streets, amidst the black smoke and the running, panicking people, towering Lycanthropes loped, grabbing at helpless victims and burying their muzzles in the screaming pedestrians’ throats and chests. At their feet, huge rats scurried, occasionally followed by something bigger – mutated dogs and cats – that snapped at the vermin. Most of the footage was taken live from the air, the cameraperson safe within a helicopter, but some of the closeup video came from daring (or stupid, thought Nicole) camera operators in the streets.

She shook her head in disbelief. It was spreading so fast. It appeared as if the slightest scratch or bite would mutate a person within a minute or two. One piece of footage, taken by a videographer already referred to as dead, showed a man being bitten by one of the rats. He was beginning to transform even before he fell to his knees, his nose extending into a longer snout, his teeth pushing each other out of the way. It was a sobering piece of film.

If things continue this way, she thought, the whole state will be infected come morning.

Yet, inside her military brass-bound heart, she knew the army wouldn’t allow this to happen. Steps would be taken. The disease would be isolated and quarantined. She was already overhearing things General Burns was saying into his cell phone that confirmed this train of thought.

“We’re lucky Manhattan is an island,” he said with a glance towards her. “You might be able to contain it if you work fast enough.”

Nicole knew what this meant—bridges would be blown sky-high, any escape route off of Manhattan Island would be blocked…

… and her lover, Sandy, would be trapped right in the middle of a Lycanthropic Outbreak.

On the television screen, she saw a bus, roaring out of control, go hurtling into the side of the New York Times building. The huge electronic ticker tape dropped onto the roof of the vehicle, sparks flying in every direction from the wreckage. A fire ignited in the nearest alley amidst the trash, spreading swiftly.

General Burns snapped his phone closed and glanced over at Nicole. She raised her eyebrows, asking without speaking. They’d been working together long enough to know what the other was thinking. It was almost a telepathic link.

“They’re gonna blow the bridges,” he said. “Sort of like Cincinnati, but this time we can really call it an island. Nobody gets in, nobody gets out. After they cut the place off, I don’t know what they plan on doing. They might bomb it.”

“Sandy’s out there someplace.”

“And I’m really sorry, but you know we have to stop this thing from spreading. I mean, look at the TV.”

It was now showing footage of a city block on fire, cars stopped in the middle of the road, some crashed into each other. Any pathway a fire department could take was blocked by the abandoned vehicles in the middle of the road. As they watched, a woman cowering behind the closed windows of her Saab was pulled from the vehicle by a creature that smashed the glass and yanked the screaming victim out by her long blond hair.

Nicole sighed, lowering her head, thinking.

Burns put a hand on her shoulder and gave her a few uncertain, hesitant pats. “I really am sorry.”

There was a loud boom outside, and they rushed to the window where they had a good view of the Brooklyn Bridge. A plane was flying over, launching missiles at the structure. It hit the base, and the bridge wavered for a moment, then it tilted to one side. The street down the center of the monument, full of cars and pedestrians fleeing the city, went sideways. The vehicles slid off the pavement, skidding into the river below. A second jet came from the other direction, and it launched more missiles. The middle of the bridge was engulfed in fireballs that rose two hundred feet into the sky. The bridge groaned, and then gave in to gravity. The Gothic arches crumbled into the East River, and pieces of wood from the pedestrian walkway burst into flame. The suspension cables snapped with loud twang noises Nicole could hear even within the insulated walls of their hotel room. Smoke billowed out of the center of the bridge, and the water beneath it roiled in fury. By the time the smoke cleared, the bridge Walt Whitman had once called “the best medicine his soul had ever experienced,” the world’s first steel suspension bridge, a mile of brilliant design and architecture, was little more than rubble in the churning water.

The jets returned, their missiles firing at the Manhattan Bridge this time.

Nicole turned her back on the window, unable to get images of Sandy caught in the crossfire of the planes out of her mind. She saw her lover burning, trapped beneath bricks and wood and rubble.

She frantically dialed Sandy’s Blackberry number again.

She had to reach her. She had to know what to do.

Behind her, General Burns gawked at the destruction out of the window, wondering if it was all going to be enough, if they could ever contain something so virulent, so evil.
  


Chapter 13
 

 


12:44 p.m.

 


In the stalled subway car, deep beneath the streets of Manhattan, Sandy and the other people with her listened as a deep, muffled boom sounded. She thought it could be an explosion, which would explain the power outage and the immobilization of the train, but shouldn’t the explosion have come before the subway stopped running? And where exactly was this explosion? The sound reverberated in the tunnel, making it hard to figure out if the noise came from above or underground.

She was nervous in the dark. The lights had all extinguished with the exception of a few red emergency beacons, which encased the tunnel in a crimson glow. Sandy felt as though she was in Hell. All that was missing was a demon or two.

“Well, if we’re gonna be stuck here for a while,” the young black man said, “we ought to know who we’re stuck with. I’m Howard Reigel. I was on my way home after a rehearsal. I’m a dancer in the new Disney show at the Palace. I hate to say it, but I play a chameleon. Eh, a job’s a job.”

The Latino woman, never removing her arm from the teenage girl’s shoulder, said, “I’m Beth Chavez. I’m a volleyball coach in Newark, and this is Alice Smith, my star player. We were going to visit Alice’s grandmother in Brooklyn when the train broke down. I grew up here in the city, but I’ve never seen anything like this happen.”

“Me either,” Alice said, her voice high-pitched, almost babyish in tone.

The tall Latino woman had shoulder-length brown hair and green eyes. She wore a suit that screamed “off the rack but trying hard anyway,” and her voice was tinged with a blue collar Brooklyn accent. Her ward, Alice, was nearly as tall as Beth Chavez, but she seemed so much smaller, as if diminished by proximity. Her hair was a bit longer, blond, in a ponytail, and she had striking blue eyes. Sandy figured she would be exceptionally beautiful once she grew out of the gangly, coltish stage of adolescence.

Beth Chavez continued, “Alice is being scoped by several major colleges, and when she graduates next year, she’s going to have her pick of scholarships. Isn’t that right, honey?”

The sixteen-year-old girl nodded, but she kept her eyes lowered to the floor. Sandy figured she was shy and probably more than a little embarrassed by her coach’s praise.

Sandy volunteered to go next. She introduced herself and told the little group that she was in New York to see the site where her brother had died. There were comforting noises from the old Jewish lady, Sylvia Levy, who instantly took Sandy’s hand in her cold, arthritic one and patted it.

“You poor dear,” she said. “So many people lost family on that awful day. I hate to say it, but I rejoiced when we killed Bin Laden in that compound.”

“You don’t think that’s what this is, do you?” Sandy asked. “An act of terrorism or retaliation? We all heard that explosion a few minutes ago.”

“Probably just typical city noise,” Craig Chew said, taking off his suit jacket. He had rings of perspiration under his arms that were alarmingly large. His hair was red and pasted down with some kind of gel. His small brown eyes rested like pebbles on the shores of his chubby cheeks. He had more chins than a Chinese phone book. He said, “You hear all kinds of weird noises when you’ve lived here long enough. That was probably just construction work.”

“Sounded like something blew up to me,” Howard Reigel said, shrugging his muscular shoulders. He had removed his iPod and had put it in his shoe bag.

Alice inched closer to her coach and whispered, “What if it is the terrorists? What if we’re trapped down here forever?”

Beth answered as calmly as she could. “That’s a lot of ‘ifs’, Alice. Let’s see what happens for certain before we go making assumptions. Like the gentleman said, it could have just been construction in the tunnels.”

“The point is,” Craig Chew said, “none of us know what the hell it is. Could have been anything. We need to just sit tight and wait.”

Sandy noticed people in other cars were opening the doors and stepping out of the trains, across the barrier between tracks. They were stretching and walking around between the other sets of rails, speaking with each other, some calmly, others gesturing frenetically. She imagined their discussions were running similar to the one occurring in her own subway car. She pointed to the groups outside.

“Looks like the rest of the train’s setting themselves free,” she said. “Having a smoke, talking.”

“Stupid jackasses,” Craig Chew said, wiping the sweat from his forehead with a handkerchief that he stuffed back into his shirt pocket. “If the train starts up again, they’re going to be left high and dry and have to walk the rest of the way.”

“Plus, there are the rats,” Howard added. “I saw a bunch of them before we left the platform. It looked like they were heading toward the surface, but who knows how many of those suckers are still down here. I’ve never been bitten by a rat, and I ain’t starting now.”

The young girl moved herself even closer to Beth Chavez, almost as if she wanted to climb into the taller woman’s skin to escape from the giant rodents. Sandy wondered how she was such a great athlete when she seemed as scared as a rabbit. Perhaps she was so familiar with the world of the volleyball court that she felt more at home there than in the real world.

One of the passengers from another car, a young man in a black leather jacket – cigarette in the corner of his mouth, silver flask in hand – pounded on the windows of their car. “Hey, come on out. Join the rest of us.”

Alice burrowed farther. Sandy glared at the man, said, “Leave us alone.”

The leather-clad smoker shrugged it off, said, “Fine. Whatever. No skin off my back, but you’re missing the party.”

All along the track, Sandy saw people moving out of the protection of their cars, opening windows and doors as if the air was better in the nearly dark, red-lit tunnel. She wanted to shout at them, to tell them to use their brains, but it seemed as though they were turning the whole disaster into a celebration and a sobering voice like hers wouldn’t be welcomed amidst the cocktail conversations. She shook her head.

“Stupid.”

“What’s that dearie?” Sylvia asked, leaning closer to hear her.

“I said they’re all stupid, getting out of the safety of the train.”

“Who’s to say we aren’t just as dumb waiting around inside like trapped rats?” Craig Chew asked.

Another shudder accompanied by a loud booming noise shook the subway. Several of the people milling around the tracks fell over or had to grab hold of someone else to maintain their balance. Dust crumbled down from the roof of the tunnel, sending several people outside the train into coughing fits. Others laughed at the pratfalls their fellow passengers had taken.

“That was loud,” Howard Reigel said. “And it sounded close as hell.”

“I can’t stand this,” Alice said, peering out the window.

Sandy tried dialing Nicole on her Blackberry again, but then set it aside with a long sigh. Still no connection. And she was getting tired of feeling impotent, of not knowing what was happening in the world above her head. It almost made her understand why the people in the other cars wanted to wander freely in the tunnel. They were reaching out for explanations, even though they probably all realized they wouldn’t get any this deep underground. Still, people needed reassuring, no matter how much they were endangering themselves.

Craig stood and moved toward the doors. He perused them for a moment, as if trying to make up his mind whether to open them or not.

“Don’t be a schlemiel, Mr. Chew,” Sylvia said. “We’re safer in here. Pretty soon, the subway will start running again and we’ll leave all those poor fools out there on the tracks. They’ll have to schlep all the way home.”

“What if it doesn’t start again?” he asked.

“It’s too soon to know anything like that,” Sandy said, standing and peering out the windows. She thought she heard another sonic boom, but it was faint. Whatever was going on outside seemed to be moving away from them. “If we’re patient for a while, we might get some instruction, maybe even find out what’s really happening out there.”

Alice asked, “You think it’s like the Bible says? Is it the End Times?”

Beth smoothed her hair down, clucking her tongue at the girl. “It’s probably just construction, like Mr. Chew says.”

Mr. Chew was still considering the doors and the possible opportunity of escape and relative freedom. He was sweating heavily, and Sandy noticed for the first time how warm it was getting in the subway car. The air conditioning must have gone out along with the lights. A bead of perspiration trickled down the side of her face.

As she watched the tunnel for some indication of what was happening or any sign of rescue, she thought she saw a blur of motion out of the corner of her eye. The red emergency lighting didn’t help her vision much. It appeared as if the ground around the rails was moving, undulating as though in the middle of an earthquake. She squinted, held her hand against the glass to obscure any reflection.

“There’s something out there,” she said.

Immediately, Howard Reigel was by her side, fast on his dancer’s feet. He was soon joined by the others.

“What is it? Where?” he asked.

Sandy said, “Look at the ground, by the rails out there.”

Some of the people wandering outside their cars were pointing at the same area. Then, they were all peering into the darkness, a few of them backing up slowly.

Sandy heard a sound, soft, like a squeaking wheel that needed oiled. She realized what it was before anyone else.

“Oh God,” she said. “They’re rats!”

And they flooded into view – thousands of rats, maybe tens of thousands. A squirming, slithering carpet of the beasts. All of them were mutated, larger than usual, and with a horrifying abundance of teeth sticking out of their mouths. Long, naked tails whipped back and forth, like aggravated cats, and their eyes glowed a sickly yellow in the crimson glow of the emergency lighting.

Sandy had never seen so many rats in one place, and she’d certainly never seen such humongous beasts as these creatures swarming toward their subway train.

She wanted to close her eyes to the horror.

But she couldn’t.

Instead, she picked up her Blackberry and dialed.

And dialed again.

And again.
  


Chapter 14
 

 


12:50 p.m.

 


The creature that had once been Old Smith’s dog, Jake, fixed its rueful gaze on Michael Keene and John Creed. It growled at them, a sound wholly alien to the canine species, lower and gurgling with some kind of viscous liquid. The brown and white hair on its back stood on end, obscuring the patchy spots of fur, and its eyes seemed lit from within with a wan, yellow fire.

The two men remained rigid, their backs to the rear wall of Old Smith’s little room. The creature was blocking the only exit, and even though Michael had the remnants of an old tennis racket, he didn’t feel especially armed. A piece of wood and string against the powerful rippling muscles of this slavering beast seemed pretty ineffective.

The dog creature glanced at them both, then lunged at John. Michael swung at the creature’s side, shouting, “Don’t let it bite you!”

John tumbled over the mattress, grabbed the edge and held it before himself, a rotting shield. It provided a barrier between the reporter and the gnashing jaws of the mutated dog. He soon realized that this blockade wasn’t going to last very long. The creature was already clawing and chewing on the other side, spitting foam rubber stuffing in every direction. Still, he held it in front of himself, pushing back against the thing’s relentless assault.

Michael stepped forward and swung the broken tennis racket as hard as he could into the monster’s side. The wood snapped, sending a large piece of the racket and all the string hurtling into the corner, but leaving him with what amounted to a very sharp stick with a rubber grip.

John had backed all the way against the wall, moving sideways a bit to get a better angle on the mattress. The dog creature chewed at the stuffing and spat it out, raking large black talons across the material. John knew it wouldn’t be long before the mutant clawed or gnawed its way through the mattress and went for his throat.

“Some help here!” he shouted.

Michael looked at the pointed, splintered handle of the tennis racket and moved it so the taped end was grasped firmly in both hands. He raised it over his head, his grip tight on the rubber.

John watched in horror as a black nose emerged from the other side of the mattress where the dog-thing tore through the stuffing. The reporter held it out as far as his arms would reach to keep the thing away from his face for as long as possible. The creature snapped its jaws wide open, and John was treated to a spectacular view of the monster’s ragged rows of teeth in its black maw. As it opened its mouth wide, the material ripped on either side of it. When it closed its jaws, shoving its bushy head through the new hole, he saw a single yellow eye, rolling in its socket. The thing was completely wild, insane with the thought of John’s tender flesh only a few inches from its snapping teeth.

Michael moved over the creature. It didn’t sense him; it was too busy trying to devour the man on the other side of the foam rubber barrier. Michael straddled the beast’s waist and shoved downwards into the creature’s back, aiming for its heavy barrel chest. The sharp end of the tennis racket plunged through the beast’s hide, just to the right of its backbone. Blood splashed out of the wound, and Michael, still holding the racket, twisted it, enlarging the puncture hole. He hoped he was doing major damage to the thing’s internal organs.

The creature screeched in pain and backed up a few steps. The mattress went with it, jerking out of John’s hands. The monster’s head was trapped within the cavity it had chewed in the foam, and it shook its massive cranium, trying to dislodge the annoyance from around its neck.

Michael grabbed the end of the racket and pushed forward with all his might. The sharpened wooden stake inched forward, and he felt it press against something inside the creature, something important, something vital. Then, the resistance gave way, and the pointed end emerged from the hide of the beast’s chest. Blood spurted from the wound, and the thing slipped in its own fluids for a moment. It howled, and then fell to the floor, the large foam mattress still encircling its huge head like a Victorian ruff.

Michael backed away from the still beast until he felt the damp brick wall against his shoulders. He was breathing heavily, and his hands were shaking. He watched the monster for nearly a minute, waiting for it to spring back to life and attack again. The creature, however, remained still.

John rose up from where he’d been trapped against the opposite wall and wiped the sweat from his forehead. He kicked at the beast, and its body jiggled, but it didn’t awaken.

Michael was the first to speak. He said, “You may not believe me, but that was a little terrier just this morning. I saw it myself. It couldn’t have been more than a foot and a half long altogether.”

“Are there any more dogs down here?” John asked, peeking out the door of the little room. “I mean, maybe this isn’t the same dog.”

Michael shook his head. “No, this is Jake … was Jake. I’d know his markings anyplace.”

“What the hell did this? If I didn’t know any better, I’d say it was a Lycanthrope, only the canine version. Far as I know, the virus only affects humans. Have you ever seen anything like this?”

“The rats,” Michael answered. His breathing was starting to calm down, become normal. “Those huge rats we saw chasing that woman.”

“Those little bastards came out of the subway, probably right above our heads now.”

Michael looked at John, the whites of his eyes showing as they widened. “Where there’s one rat, there are a million,” he said. “The underground’s chock full of them.”

“Are you thinking what I’m thinking?”

“We get the fuck out of the underground, right? Head for the surface?”

“It only makes sense. If these tunnels are breeding grounds for these mutant rats, then I don’t want to be anywhere close to the nest.”

Michael shivered.

“Are you all right to get us back up top?” John asked, laying a hand on the homeless man’s shoulder.

The small gesture consoled Michael, and it snapped him out of the horrible procession of images racing through his mind – giant rats swarming over him, devouring him, huge dogs and cats and bats.

“Yeah,” he said. “Let’s get moving. For the first time in a long time, upside is looking pretty damn good.”

John clapped him on the shoulder again, and Michael took the lead, walking out of the little room. He moved slower as they crept down the tunnel, scanning his flashlight back and forth, trying to illuminate every nook and corner. If something was lurking in the dark spaces, he wanted to see it before it pounced.

“I wonder,” he whispered.

“What?” John whispered back.

“I wonder what happened to Old Smith,” Michael said before heading back toward the exit hole in the wall, which brought him face-to-face with a towering, hulking dark figure. It opened its jaws, and saliva dripped from them. Michael caught it in the beam of his penlight at the same moment the creature burst from its hidey-hole, bricks flying as it clobbered the wall with huge, talon-tipped fists. It gave a roar, and the eight-foot-tall monster was upon them.
  


Chapter 15
 

 


12:57 p.m.

 


Nicole watched the obliteration of the city’s bridges through the window of her hotel room. All of the bridges within her field of vision were nothing more than smoking ruins now, but she could still hear the destruction of other access routes to Manhattan Island. Every few minutes, another of the F-89 Scorpions would fly overhead, at speeds around six hundred miles per hour. She’d seen them firing at the Brooklyn Bridge with Falcon missiles, and there was nothing left except for a small macadam platform on each end. The planes seemed too small for so much firepower, but the military was taking no chances with this outbreak. She watched as another zoomed past, strafing the docks and piers by the river with 50-caliber bullets. A ferry started to list and sink, dozens of people clamoring to get back to shore as the boat tilted, taking on water. Fires had broken out all along the skyline, including a few in the downtown area, near Ground Zero and the financial district.

It was a terrifying, sobering sight.

And Sandy was out there someplace. If she was even still alive.

Behind her, Taylor Burns hung up his cell phone and joined her at the window. She didn’t turn, but she sensed him there, waiting for her to ask questions. Honestly, she didn’t know what to say.

“I know what you’re thinking,” he finally announced. “And I agree, it’s horrible, but it would be much, much worse if this new strain got loose all over America. If we can stop it on Manhattan, then we might have a chance.” She didn’t reply, kept gazing at the skyline, the flames erupting in small explosions when gas lines caught fire or automobile gas tanks went alight.

“They say the bridges are nearly all destroyed,” Burns continued. “Now they’re working on finding any other access out of the city. Boats, ferries, helicopters. They’re sending more planes to try and take out any news helicopters and hospital rescue copters that are parked on rooftops. I got a friend with Mount Sinai who’s gonna be pissed when they take out his bird.”

“And how many people are dying?” she asked. “How many people out there are being burned alive, shot while trying to escape? I did that in Cincinnati. I really don’t want to be a part of it again, especially…”

“Yeah, I know, especially with Sandy out there.”

“I’d say imagine your wife or kid out there, but … well …”

“I know,” he said with a grunt. “I’ve always been married to my job.”

“Well, other than the Army, she’s really all I have. Mom and Dad are gone. No other relatives to speak of. She’s pretty much everything to me. Knowing she’s out there while we’re isolating her on an island with every nightmare I’ve been fighting – it’s a little sickening to me.”

“Well, what do you propose we do? We’re on call right now. After they shut off any pathways the contagion can use to escape, we’ll have to take our positions and make certain none of the infected get off Manhattan. They’ve called in the rest of our team. They’ll be here in a matter of five or six hours.”

Nicole thumbed Sandy’s Blackberry number into her phone again. She looked up at General Burns, and she said, “I honestly don’t know. I hope to God that I can …”

The Blackberry stopped ringing suddenly, and Nicole heard her lover’s voice cry out her name.
  


Chapter 16
 

 


1:00 p.m.

 


Sandy was startled away from the windows when her Blackberry pulsed with her ringtone. She immediately put it to her ear and started talking. She didn’t know how long the signal would last, and, with everything else going on around her, she wasn’t taking any chances with losing a connection to the outside world. She knew she had to cram as much information as possible in the least number of seconds.

“Nicole, oh God, I’m trapped underground in the subway. Shut up, and listen to me. I got on at 42nd Street and headed back towards Brooklyn – the B Line. Orange, I think. You could follow it here. The train stopped after just a few minutes. You need to hurry. There’s some kind of killer rats all around the subway car right now. They’re everywhere.”

It was actually quite the understatement.

The two-foot rats had swarmed over the subway cars, targeting the people who had abandoned their shelter to stand on the tracks. The wave of rodents overran them as the screaming passengers tried to reach the safety of the cars they’d deserted only minutes earlier. There were thousands of the creatures, and they overwhelmed the humans, biting and scratching at the fleeing, panic-ridden people. Flesh was bitten, ripped, and shredded, and some rats sank their teeth into the terrified commuters and hung on to them, not letting go as the victims struggled to reach the cars they’d only just left.

None of them made it. As Sandy watched, a muscular young man tried to shake two rats off of his arms as another creature scooped long strands of intestines from his belly. A woman in a pink dress whirled in circles, stomping at the rodents, finally slamming into the side of the car where Sandy and her co-travelers watched in horror. She left a streak of blood across the window.

The rats seemed to be in a hurry, as if driven by a bloodlust and not hunger. Most of the horde took a bite or two out of the vulnerable people milling around on the tracks, then they hurried on their way down the tunnel. Many of them scurried into the open subway cars, attacking the people still hiding within. From her vantage point, Sandy saw a hand rise to the Plexiglas divider between her car and the one in front of hers. It slapped feebly at the divider, leaving a bloody, red handprint. In seconds, it sank under the weight of the hundreds of mutants invading that car.

Luckily, Sandy and the others in her coach had not pried the doors open to join the others on the tracks, and the rats bumped against the Plexiglas, making screeching noises, but unable to gain entrance. Some of them scratched at the doors, sensing the tender flesh inside the car but unable to find a way inside. They moved quickly, and, in the red, dim emergency lighting, all Sandy saw were teeth, flashes of fur, and scrabbling claws. Many of them climbed over the car, moving across the roof, their talons scraping as they searched for a way inside.

Alice sobbed into Beth’s shoulder, and the older woman hid the young girl’s eyes from the massacre outside the train. She could do nothing for the sounds, however. The screams, the tearing and chewing of skin and muscle, the desperate pleading and praying of the passengers being slaughtered.

Sandy spoke into her Blackberry, saying, “They’re everywhere around us, but they can’t get inside. At least, I don’t think they can, so we’re safe for the moment. Just do whatever you can, sweetheart. Get here or get someone else here to help us.”

She paused and listened as Nicole asked her about Lycanthropes.

“No,” she answered. “Why? Are the rats connected somehow? Oh no, do they carry the virus?”

The multitudes of rodents began to disappear down the tunnel, leaving behind a scene of carnage. A few rats lingered, gnawing on the fallen bodies of the people on the tracks. Most of them were dead. The bite of the huge rodents was quite wide, and each wound had a circumference of at least two inches – often several inches of important organs, tubing, and bone. The things had left several of the passengers crawling, bleeding, and dying. The living victims moaned outside the train. Some were unable to make a sound, but they tried to sit up, only to topple over. To Sandy, they looked dizzy, as if their sense of balance was affected. Some inched their way through the bodies lying in pools of their own blood. Some, sightless after their eyes were devoured from their sockets, moved in zombie-like jerks.

Sandy listened to Nicole’s voice, her heart hammering in her chest.

“What are you talking about?” she asked. “Carriers? The rats? No, most of them are dead, but I can see a dozen or so still moving. No, I won’t go out and help them. Don’t worry; just get here as soon as you can. I love you. How soon do you think you can…”

Her Blackberry went dead as the signal was disturbed.

Craig, the lawyer, looked at her beseechingly. “Is someone coming here for us? A rescue team or something? Who was that?”

The group huddled closer to her.

Sandy said, “That was my girlfriend.” Craig and Howard visibly flinched at the word, but nobody said anything, so she continued. “She’s part of the Lycanthrope Sniper Team, and she said she’s coming here for me.”

“What about the rest of us?” Alice asked, her head peeking from below Beth’s arm.

“She’s going to try and get us all out. She said the rats were carriers of a new mutant strain of the Lycanthrope Virus. The whole city up there is infected, and the explosions we heard and felt were the bridges being blown up by the military. They’re cutting Manhattan off from every direction. Lycanthropes can’t swim – we learned that in Cincinnati during the first outbreak. Their bodies are too top heavy.”

“If they’ve sealed us off from the rest of the country,” Sylvia asked, her voice quivering. “How do we get out?”

Sandy shrugged and shook her head. She answered, “I don’t have a clue. That’s her specialty, but if I know Nicole, she’ll find a way. Or die trying.”

“So, what, we just stay put in here for now?” Howard asked, peering out the windows of the sealed car. Several of the rat bite victims were shivering as if in the throes of violent epileptic seizures.

“It’s the safest place, probably,” Sandy said. “But she said something else, something important.”

“What the hell now?” Howard asked, not taking his eyes from the palsied shaking of the dozen or so people still alive on the tracks.

One of them stopped vibrating and arched his back. It was a small man with dozens of two-inch wounds on his body. Blood was seeping from several bites, but when he raised his face, he looked as if he were grinning. His teeth gleamed in the red light.

“Too many damned teeth,” Howard said aloud, rubbing his smooth chin.

“Oh no, it’s starting already,” Sandy said, looking out at the wounded people. Most of them had stopped convulsing, and they were kneeling or crawling on all fours.

“What?” Sylvia asked. “What’s starting?”

“Nicole told me the news is saying the rats are carrying some new strain of the virus, that it’s transferred by bites or scratches. Blood-borne.”

“Are you telling us that all those people who weren’t killed out there are going to turn into freaking werewolves?” Craig asked.

Sandy nodded.

And she heard the first howl from down the tunnel.
  


Chapter 17
 

 


1:10 p.m.

 


“I’m going in after her,” Nicole said. “And there’s nothing you can say to stop me.”

“You’ll be AWOL when your country needs you the most,” Taylor Burns reminded her, sitting on the edge of her hotel bed. “You could get called on any time to take position and put your sniper skills to work. You know how important this is.”

“Nowhere near as important as that woman is to me. As for going AWOL, I’ll head in and get out as soon as I can. If I’m not here when your superiors give you the phone call to action, then I could give a shit less. That’s my woman in there. She could be killed at any minute. Any time I spend here arguing with you is just prolonging my little Snake Plissken rescue mission.”

“Nice analogy,” he said with a grin. General Burns, like Nicole, was a huge action movie fan, and Escape from New York was one of his favorites. “But how are you going to infiltrate the city?”

She started to protest, her brow wrinkling in an angry-face.

He held his hands up in front of himself. “I’m just asking. Don’t get defensive.”

“I’ll have to find a way. Get a boat. I can swim. The river’s not that far.”

“You’ll find a way?”

“Yes, goddamn it!”

“Love will provide.”

“You make it sound sappy and stupid.”

“Well, Nicole, that’s because it is sappy and stupid. What you need is a plan.”

“And I suppose you’ve got one handy?”

“Maybe I do.”

Her eyebrows went up in surprise. “You aiming to help me, General? Because, that’s what it sounded like.”

“Listen,” he said, leaning forward, elbows on knees, his eyes still on her as she practically burst with fear and anticipation. “I have nobody, no family, no girlfriend, no real friends to speak of, even. I’ve always been married to the military, and believe me, that’s how the military likes it. No emotional ties, no relationship troubles, nobody to come first. Well, we’ve worked together a long time now. Side by side, partners in our planning. We’re just two soldiers struggling in the trenches against a common enemy.”

Nicole looked out the window, saw a Scorpion jet zoom over the river and launch another missile into a boathouse and a dock. She said, “I’m wasting time here. I need to get to—”

“Give me another minute,” he said, and when she opened her mouth, he commanded, “That’s a goddamned order.”

She closed her mouth, and her teeth clacked together.

“Thanks,” Burns said. “Where was I?”

“Trenches. Struggles. Common enemy.”

“Right. What the brass doesn’t really get – I’m talking about the pencil pushers and muckymucks in the offices – what they don’t get is that your comrades in arms become your family. You’ve been by my side through a lot of shit, Nicole. More so than any family member I ever had. Now, your loved one’s in trouble. I like Sandy a lot, but she’s not my family. You are. I hope on some level you know that.”

Nicole nodded. “Yeah, but we can’t just sit in our hotel room talking while Sandy could be getting killed. Or worse.”

He dialed a number on his cell phone, and he said, “Remember my friend with the helicopter? He’s just over … Tommy Hemmer, you old bastard, how are you doing?” He paused a moment before continuing, rolling his eyes at Nicole. “That was a rhetorical, Tom. I don’t need the whole list of ailments. Anyway, you near the hospital and your whirlybird? Good, here’s what I need you to do, and I hope you’re feeling like an adventure today.”

Nicole turned her attention back to the television and the footage of a burning New York City. Glancing back at her cell phone, she prayed Sandy was safe for the moment.

“Don’t worry, baby,” she said. “I’m coming for you.”
  


Chapter 18
 

 


1:12 p.m.

 


The creature who had once been Michael Keene’s friend Old Jones towered over the mole man and the reporter, at least eight feet tall, its head brushing against the ceiling. Saliva dripped from the Lycanthrope’s jaws, and it still wore a few rags from the clothes Jones had been sporting that morning. It snapped its mangled teeth at Michael and John as the pair backed into the room where Jones had once made his home.

The creature leaped, and John dropped to the floor so the beast landed on top of the dead mutant dog still trapped within the mattress. John rolled toward the doorway, instinctively heading for the only escape route. He bumped into Michael, who had the same idea, and they crashed into the side of the door, a jumble of arms and legs.

The Jones monster started ripping into the dead dog with its long, black claws, its only purpose to destroy, to rend, to tear. While it was busy tossing chunks of mutated dog meat into its gullet, Michael and John regained their footing and slipped out of the little room. Michael gestured to the left with his head, signaling John to follow him. John nodded.

They were ten feet away from the room when the Lycanthrope, finished or bored with the dog’s corpse, burst from its previous domicile in an explosion of bricks and mortar dust. It roared as it fell on all fours in the hallway and glared at them with hideous yellow eyes.

“Now what?” John asked.

Michael, starting to sprint, shouted, “Follow me, and run like hell.”

The pair of them took off as if someone had fired a starting pistol, and John was amazed at how fast the homeless man traveled. John had to work at it to keep up with him. Of course, his main incentive for accelerating was behind him.

The creature raced after the pair of men, its massive paws splashing through the small creek that trickled down the center of the corridor. The sound grew nearer as the two men hurried for the next turn.

“Don’t look back,” Michael urged.

Of course, that’s exactly what John did, and he saw the beast gaining on them, its huge head lowered, its eyes fixed pointedly on the pair of them. He turned to face forward again, producing a necessary burst of velocity, so that he almost missed the hole in the wall that Michael ducked into.

The rectangular rift measured about two feet wide and three feet up from the ground. Loose bricks and dust lay all around the bottom, so that John nearly tripped as he stooped down and bobbed through the opening. He saw the iron rungs in the wall where Michael was already ascending to the next level up. He wondered if the Jones creature could climb.

Stopping to think was not an option. As he reached the first rungs and began to climb, John heard the beast clamoring for access to the hole. Looking back, he saw the thing was too large for the exit, but the creature was punching out bricks from the wall, making the breach somewhat larger. By the time John had reached the tenth rung, the Lycanthrope was through the hole and reaching for the back end of the reporter.

John felt the Lycanthrope squeeze his foot, and he shook it, holding onto the iron rung for his life. The monster pulled, and John had to wrap his elbow around the loop of the rung. Dust puffed out from the corners where the iron had been pounded into the wall, and the rung began to slide loose from the cement. It made a grating noise.

The creature pulled again, and John’s body went nearly horizontal to the ladder. He screamed, and his elbow protested with lightning bolts of pain. The rung slid out of its moorings a little more.

Then his sneaker popped off of his foot, sending the monster windmilling backwards. John’s body dropped forward into the rungs, just as the iron ring he was holding came completely loose, falling the ten feet to the floor.

The creature hit the wall with a crash.

John started back up the ladder, reaching for Michael’s proffered hand that emerged from the exit portal in the ceiling. Once he’d grabbed the hand, Michael pulled him up the remaining distance.

John dropped to the floor, running his hands through his hair, trying to get his breath under control.

“I lost a shoe,” he said, wheezing a bit.

“You’re lucky,” Michael said. “Now, come on, before that thing figures out how to climb the ladder.”

John turned to the area where he’d just emerged from the corridor below. The monster’s hands were reaching through the opening, grabbing at the floor, which crumbled under the pressure. John hoped a brick would land in the bastard’s eye, blinding it. Then again, if it found a good purchase on the floor, it could possibly haul itself up to their level and resume the chase.

“You’re right,” John said. “Let’s get the hell out of here.”

“Follow me,” the homeless man said, speed-walking down the new tunnel.

“You sure you know where you’re going?” John asked, jogging behind him. “I can’t tell which way is up down here.”

“Then you don’t have much choice, do you?” Michael said. “Come with me or get lost. Not much of a choice.”

“You ever get turned around in the tunnels?”

Michael glanced over his shoulder and gave John a wink. Disconcerted, John stopped for a moment.

Michael said, “I hardly ever get lost. Come on.”

John grumbled. “Hardly isn’t the same as never.”
  


Chapter 19
 

 


1:17 p.m.

 


Sandy watched the people on the tracks for a few moments, their transformation from human to bestial nature fascinating to her. She’d seen the change on the news, in documentary footage, but she’d never witnessed it firsthand from only a few yards distance. It held her in a trance, and the others in the sealed subway car seemed to be likewise hypnotized. They were all observing the metamorphosis, their faces nearly pressed against the glass, their breath steaming it up.

It started with convulsions and seizures, as the victims fell trembling to the ground. Seizures were followed by the emergence of claws from the fingertips, which pushed their way through the skin. Meanwhile, extra teeth, fangs really, sprouted from bleeding gums. Black tongues licked at the new teeth as the person’s mouth pushed outwards in three sharp punches, telescoping into an extended snout. Their eyes narrowed, and their ears started to elongate and fold into hairy points at the tips. By the time the ears were growing, hair had started sprouting all over the person’s body, twisting out of pores so quickly it was done within seconds. Then the person’s back sloped and twisted. Most of the transforming people dropped to their knees at this point, and this is when their clothes would begin to tear as their torsos rounded and grew more and more barrel-chested, their waists stretching and growing thinner. Each time the things inhaled, their chest expanded, the ribs snapping into place for a wider girth. Leg bones cracked and adjusted, bending into a near-canine form at the ankles, toes and knees. At this point, they mentally became more beast than human, and they ran on their newly formed legs – legs better adapted to sprinting on all fours.

And Sandy figured it might be better if the survivors in her subway car weren’t quite so visible to the things that were completing their transformation just outside.

“Everyone duck down,” she stage-whispered. “Don’t let them see you.”

The group sank into their seats, although Sandy and Craig peered over the bottom rim of the windows. Sylvia lay down on her side and Beth and Alice took positions sitting on the floor with their backs to the car’s wall. Howard assumed a similar Indian-style position across from the two women.

“We’re going to have to be very quiet,” Sandy whispered. “If these things are like first Lycanthropes, they’re going to start sniffing around for something to attack.”

“Can they get in?” Alice asked, a bit louder than Sandy’s comfort level.

“I don’t think so, but let’s not alert them and find out,” Sandy said, even quieter.

Craig murmured, “They’re done changing.”

Sandy watched as several of the creatures loped off into the darkness of the tunnel. One of them grabbed a second and forced her to her knees, entering her from behind and baying all the while. In the red glow of the emergency lights, it resembled nothing more than werewolf porn, and Sandy almost lost it and giggled. The violence of the act, however – the way the male thrust so hard, scratched red gouges into the female’s fur with his claws, and the way he bit into her neck to hold her immobile – terrified and shocked her.

Out of the two dozen newly transformed Lycanthropes, only eight seemed interested in the subway train. They spread out as a group, some of them exploring the empty cars that had been abandoned. Screams immediately sounded from the other cars, where some of the people had hidden from the rats. They must not have been able to fully close the doors, and the terrible noises emerging from those cars – tearing, ripping, horrified and pain-filled shrieking – only confirmed the deaths of the few who’d sought shelter there.

Sandy dropped all the way to the floor and motioned for Craig to follow her lead. He slumped down, and his eyes widened behind his designer label glasses. Remembering the sound of her Rihanna ringtone, Sandy reached for her Blackberry and held it in front of her so everyone in the car could see. In exaggerated movements, she switched the ringer to the off position. The others caught on and quickly stifled their own phones. Looking down at her device, Sandy saw Nicole had sent her a text message.

It said, “Coming for you. Hold tight. I love you.”

She smiled, warmed by the thought of her ultra-tough soldier girl racing to her rescue. Nicole might not be wearing shining armor and she was probably carrying an AK-47 instead of a sword, but she was certainly Sandy’s knight in every other way.

She only hoped Nicole would get there in time.

One of the creatures was snuffling around the closed door of Sandy’s car, searching for more to eat or screw. It scratched at the side of the car, gently at first, then a bit rougher.

Alice started to squirm, and Beth gently placed a hand over the girl’s mouth. It seemed to calm her down, but both of the women were shaking with fear.

Unable to see now, Sandy listened carefully to the curious examinations of the Lycanthropes outside. From another area, she heard a third beast scrabbling around the windows, and she wondered how strong the glass was in these cars. Through the filtered, hellish lighting in the tunnel, shadows darted back and forth, circling the subway train. A howl went up nearby, and a fourth (she thought, she couldn’t be certain) monstrosity sniffed around the door.

She looked around herself at the little group. Howard was sweating, but he seemed to be holding his shit together. If she didn’t look too closely, Sylvia appeared to be taking a nap, but upon closer examination the old lady was quivering slightly. Beth was solid, holding a hand over Alice’s mouth and stroking the terrified girl’s hair, keeping her quiet. Even Craig looked cowed, his chins quivering, his eyes wide and watery.

Suddenly, the P.A. system activated with a squawk. A deep, Brooklyn-accented voice came over the speakers in the car, surrounded by bad static. Sandy heard the words echo through the other cars, louder than it should have been because there was no one in them. No one alive, at least.

The voice said, “This is the conductor. If you are still in a car, please remain inside. Do not attempt to get out.”

“No shit,” Craig muttered. “Idiot.”

The scratching and sniffing around their car ceased suddenly, and the creatures took off toward the middle of the train. They bayed and howled, joined by several more of the newly created pack.

Sandy nodded at Craig. The engineer – or whoever it was at the intercom system – was an idiot. He should have remained silent, but instead he had given up his position, alerted the monsters that there was a tasty conductor snack in the center car.

His voice continued, “Please stay quiet and keep your movements inside the train to a minimum.”

Craig was shaking his head, looking down at his hands.

“Be advised that I have contacted the New York Transit System, and they have acknowledged our situation. When they get things under control, we will…”

In mid-sentence, the conductor screamed over the P.A., his dying shouts reverberating throughout the tunnel. Sandy heard the sound of his flesh being rendered, and the sound stopped suddenly after a short gurgling sound as the man choked on his own blood. The Lycanthropes must have torn his throat out.

Alice was crying openly now, tears streaming down her cheeks, and Sandy heard the girl gasping for breath beneath her coach’s hand. Beth glanced over at her as if asking for advice. Sandy shrugged and looked down at her Blackberry, at the comforting message from her girlfriend.

She entered her own text, a single word.

HURRY!
  


Chapter 20
 

 


1:25 p.m.

 


“Did you hear that?” John Creed asked Michael as they headed through a tunnel that looked like every other tunnel they’d been traversing for the past twenty minutes. “What the hell was that?”

“That was the sound of someone dying over a train’s P.A. system,” Michael said.

“There’s a train ahead?”

“Sure sounds like it.”

“We can get out of this tunnel?”

Michael stopped moving, took a filthy handkerchief from the pocket of his stained jacket, and wiped his brow with it. He said, “Did you not hear that scream? Something just ripped the throat out of a man, and it happened just up ahead of us. Do you really want to go where we would surely come face-to-face with another one of those things, or maybe a whole bunch of them? Or would you rather head the other way?”

“I see your point,” John said with a nod. Then, unable to control himself, he added, “And don’t call me ‘surely.’”

“Good,” Michael said, ignoring the ancient joke. “We’re going around that tunnel.”

“Anything to avoid those monsters,” John said, following Michael as the man turned left through another passage. “You know, I’ve written stories about them for a year now. You’d think I’d know all about them, be familiar with them. Then, I see one face-to-face, and I totally turn into a scared little kid.”

“It’s good you’re scared. Those are some scary motherfucking monsters.”

“My mom always said there weren’t any monsters under the bed, in my closet. You know, when you’re young.”

“Well, your mother lied to you. There are plenty of monsters in the world. Careful here, there’s a step. Only, what she didn’t say – what no mother tells her offspring – is that the monsters are us. People are the real monsters. This damn disease just brings all that nastiness, that savagery to the surface. The monsters have a face that we can recognize as evil, instead of wearing a human mask. It’s like millions of years of evolution, of breeding and social norms, just gets wiped clean. We’re sent cowering back to the prehistoric caves.”

“You’re a philosopher, too?” John asked. “If we get out of here alive, I am writing the story of a lifetime. Everyone in New York, hell, the United States, will want to hire you.”

“Getting out of here alive – that’s a pretty tall order if there are enough of those things out there. Plus, how do we know it’s safe on the surface? I feel like whatever’s happening down here, it can’t be that isolated. What if people are changing up top, too, changing themselves, and then changing others?”

“It would be a slaughterhouse. Manhattan would be toast.”

“Yes, sir.”

“Thanks,” John said. “For bringing me down. You’re a real pal.”

“Just getting your expectations in line, buddy. We have bigger issues than if you’re going to write some news story and I’m going to get a new job.”

“Well, crap.”

“So, if we go around the subway tracks, we should be able to avoid whatever mess is happening ahead. I didn’t like the sound of that scream,” Michael said. “Easiest way is to cut through the sewers.”

“I expect this is gonna get nasty.”

“Not necessarily. Sewers aren’t giant rivers of floating shit, at least not on this level.”

“Then let’s try and stay on this level, get up top, have a look around, and figure out where we stand.”

“Sounds good to me,” Michael said, turning a corner and coming to another set of rungs in the wall, acting as a ladder down to the next floor. “But we’re going to have to go down in order to go up.”

He stepped down the ladder, turning his head back and forth as he did so, scanning the area for any sign of the creatures. Michael heard water dripping, the sound reverberating through the tunnels. And underneath this sound was the gentle resonance of running water. Once he reached the platform, he climbed off and motioned for John to follow him. The journalist moved swiftly, almost jumping onto the ladder.

In the distance, they heard the sound of one of the creatures howling. Neither could discern how far away the monster was by the noise.

But the beasts had certainly inhabited the tunnels.

They’d practically made them their own.
  


Chapter 21
 

 


1:35 p.m.

 


General Burns’ orders erupted like machine-gun fire, rat-a-tat, fast paced, and sprayed in all kinds of directions. Nicole listened intently, trying to keep her mind on her work, on gathering together what they needed, and not checking her cell phone every other minute. She had seen the text Sandy had sent her, “HURRY.” With no further information, she was assuming the worst – her lover was trapped in the car, surrounded by those things, and it was only a matter of time before they gained entrance and killed her. It made Nicole move faster, her agile mind tripping over itself to satisfy the next item on the general’s agenda.

Burns barked, “Get down to the hotel safe and get all the arms and ammunition you can retrieve from our supply. You know what they give us when we travel, just in case of this very thing happening. We’ll need all the firepower we can get if we’re infiltrating the city. Next, we’ll need food, something high energy and high carbohydrate. Buy whatever you can from the motel snack machines, even if it’s just granola bars and M & Ms. Our ride should be arriving within fifteen minutes on the roof. I had to tell Tom what’s going on, and I know we weren’t supposed to inform civilians, but we’re gonna need a way in and out. He’s using his best ’copter. Now, get to it. I need to let a few people above me know what’s happening.”

Nicole, startled, said, “What? We’re letting the brass know we’re going AWOL?”

“Just a select few of my friends,” he said, pulling a cigar out of his shirt pocket. “They can cover for us for a few hours if any commanders get too antsy about our whereabouts.” When she nodded, Burns scowled at her. “Well, what’re you waiting for? Hop to it, soldier. I wanna get in and out before anyone notices we’re even gone.”

She grabbed her vest, jacket, and quickly emptied out her gym bag and Sandy’s before running to the elevator. As she descended to the lobby, she was treated to the 101 Strings version of “Sounds Like Teen Spirit.” The ride seemed to take an eternity. Finally, when the bell went off and the doors opened, she sprinted for the gift shop.

The place was loaded with junk food, mostly unhealthy and full of artificial crap, but she discovered several packets of nuts, granola, power bars, and threw in some potato chips and candy for good measure. Bottled water was always a good idea, even if they were going into a place that still had good plumbing, so she added two bottles for each of them. At the checkout, she saw a vending machine with beef jerky and Slim Jims in it, so she purchased a few of those as well. She placed all the food in a plastic bag inside Sandy’s gym tote.

As she approached the front desk, she started talking, her words fast and clipped. “I need to get into the hotel safe.”

“If you’ll wait just a minute, I’ll…” a brunette woman said as she finished writing a message on a Post-it note.

Nicole growled. “There isn’t time. Safe. Me. You. Now.”

Her tone must have been gruffer than she’d expected. The woman straightaway opened a drawer and withdrew two keys. She led Nicole to the safe after inspecting her ID and hotel key card. She was admitted to the locked room within two minutes, and Nicole was inventorying the cache of weapons the Army made them carry around “just in case.” Looks like the Army was right on the money, this time.

She grabbed an M-9 pistol and put it in her vest pocket, along with a couple of magazines of 9mm bullets. She also placed one M-9 in the gym bag designated for Burns and then sprinkled a handful of magazines on top. She grabbed a Swiss Army knife for each of them – always good for when the bullets ran out. Kevlar vests were next. She donned hers immediately under the light jacket she was wearing with all the pockets, and she tossed the other one in Burns’ bag. Next, she pulled all six of the grenades from the shelf, putting two in the pockets of her vest and the rest in the gym bag. A portable GPS device followed, in case they got turned around in the subway.

Then, she pulled out her baby, her weapon of choice – the M110 sniper rifle. Rethinking her decision, she realized she probably wouldn’t need anything with that kind of distance accuracy, but she’d need something that could mow down a row of the Lycanthropes if they rushed her. So she chose the M-4 carbine assault rifle. She gave it a kiss on its barrel before she strapped it over her right arm. She checked the sights, then grabbed one for Burns and put four STANAG magazines in her jacket, which was becoming heavy and awkward. Nicole tossed the other six STANAG mags of 5.56 mm bullets into a bag for Burns. Finally, she tossed in a couple of heavy-duty flashlights, since they were heading for the subway.

It was a lot of firepower for a quick in and out, but she wondered if it was enough. There were a lot of variables involved in the rescue mission – how many Lycanthropes would they face, how quickly could the helicopter get them inside the city, how close would they drop to the 42nd Street entrance to the subway? She was feeling the weight of all the ammo and weapons and food supplies in her vest, and she didn’t want to impair movement, so she decided it would have to be enough.

She waved at the desk clerk, who moved over and closed the safe, locking it carefully. When the hotel employee got a look at the artillery she was wearing, she did a double take.

“This something to do with what’s happening over the river?” she asked. “You some kind of special forces or something?”

“Or something,” Nicole replied, heading for the elevator.

She punched a few keys and was on her way to the roof. The whole trip downstairs to the lobby and the safe had only taken her five minutes. She got off on the top floor and saw the stairs leading to the rooftop of the hotel. She ascended, carting General Burns’ bag of goodies along with her.

When she stepped outside, she saw General Burns waving a helicopter down to a marked helipad painted on the concrete roof. The blades were stirring up a windstorm, and she sprinted to be by Burns’ side.

She looked over the railing that surrounded the rooftop, and she was graced with a fantastic, unobstructed view of Manhattan. Black smoke billowed from several of the buildings, and broken windows were everywhere. She saw flames licking at a few skyscrapers, including the top of the Empire State. The bridges were little more than blackened, twisted metal, and the planes still flew by every few minutes, circling the parameters of the island. She saw cars, cabs, and buses abandoned or wrecked in the streets. Debris and bodies floated in the river’s current.

The chorus of screams could be heard all the way across to Brooklyn, thin, carried by the wind, until the helicopter touched down and stirred up the air even more.

It looked like the end of the world.
  


Chapter 22
 

 


1:45 p.m.

 


Inside the subway car, parked in the middle of the tunnel, and only illuminated by a demonic red emergency light, Sandy sneaked a glance out the window. The conductor of the train had stopped screaming several minutes ago, but no one in her little band of survivors had dared to peek outside the car and see what was happening. Now and again, a shadow passed across the windows as something moved in front of one of the fading red lights.

Most of their group appeared to have calmed down for the time being. Beth had shushed Alice, who seemed to have gone into a state of shock – thankfully, a quiet state. Howard and Sylvia sat next to each other, with Sandy a little farther down the wall. Craig remained across from her, his eyes wide with fear, but he seemed alert if barely maintaining his composure.

Sandy had attempted texting Nicole a few more times, but the messages were going to her inbox. Either her lover was going to get a whole bunch of desperate sounding messages at once or else she had her phone turned off. Sandy looked down at the Apple bag on the seat above her. The iPad had seemed like a great gift at the time, but if transmissions were being blocked, it would end up as a nifty paperweight.

Things had been quiet for several minutes in a row outside the train, and Sandy, looking out at the tracks, didn’t see any of the creatures waiting around. She sighed with relief.

“Anything?” Craig asked.

She answered, “I don’t see any of them. That doesn’t mean they aren’t lurking in the shadows or are gathered somewhere in the train…”

“…eating that poor man,” whispered Sylvia. “My God, he sounded… he sounded…”

“Yeah, I know,” Sandy said. “My girlfriend said she was on her way to rescue us. We should just stay here and remain quiet.”

Those weren’t Nicole’s exact words, but the intention was there.

In the distance, down the dark tunnel, something metal overturned, clanging loudly. Sandy ducked her head back down behind the plastic orange and tan seats. She waited a moment before looking up again. There was something moving in the dark end of the tunnel, but she couldn’t make out what it was – human or beast or animal. She could just see, almost merely sense, that something was moving.

“What is it?” Howard asked, sneaking his shaved head above the seat so he could get a look.

“I don’t know,” Sandy said. “But I don’t think I like it.”

There was another sound, a rattling noise, high-pitched and metallic. The motion occurred again in the inky blackness farther down the tracks, possibly on the other side of the barrier. It seemed a bit closer this time, as though something was moving toward the subway car. Sandy held her breath.

“It sounds familiar,” Sylvia muttered. “I know that sound.”

In a moment, Sandy saw an elderly woman covered in at least four sweaters and a sock hat pushing a grocery cart out of the shadows and into the glow of a red light. She moved at a leisurely pace, and her cart wobbled, almost overturning every time she hit a bump. She was smoking a cigarette, and the end sparked brightly when she inhaled.

“It’s just a homeless woman,” Sandy said, breathing comfortably for the first time in what seemed like minutes.

“We need to get her in this car,” Beth said. “My God, she’s out there in the open where any of those things could get her.”

Craig said, “How do we know one of them hasn’t already? She could be bitten, scratched, wounded. She could turn as soon as we get her in here.”

“And how would we get the doors closed?” Sylvia asked. “Once they’re pried open, how do we close them again?”

“We can’t just leave her out there,” Howard said. “Can we? I mean, can we really do that? What kind of people would that make us?”

“The kind that survive,” Craig said.

The old woman kept moving forward, shoving hard and muttering to herself as she bounced the cart along. Sandy could now see the piles of black plastic bags in the pushcart, piled three or four high, probably everything the old woman owned.

Sandy spotted movement out of the corner of her eye, and she turned to see a dark mass heading directly for the old woman, something low to the ground and huge. As it got closer, the crone must have sensed something, and she turned slowly to peer into the darkness of the tunnel behind her. Leaning over, the old woman squinted, and then she spun on her heels and started running toward the subway train, leaving her possessions behind her. Sandy was surprised at the bag lady’s burst of agility and speed.

When the mass swarmed into the red light of the tracks, Sandy saw the horde of mutant rats, hundreds or thousands of them, scrabbling after the woman. They dragged their naked, pulpy tails behind them. Their black talons scraped along the cement ground, loud when in such a vast hunting party. Their mouths opened and closed as they hurtled toward the woman, exposing rows of shark-like fangs.

“Jesus God,” Howard said as they just kept appearing from the tunnel. “How many of them are there?”

“Must be thousands,” Sandy said.

The creatures kept appearing, a multitude clamoring on top of each other, a sea of brown and black fur and teeth and claws. They descended upon the old woman, who fell beneath them, screaming for a moment before being completely obscured from view. All Sandy could see were the swarming mutants as they completely covered the woman. Her protestations stopped abruptly, after only a second or two.

But the rats kept coming, flooding out of the tunnel until the entire track was covered by their wriggling bodies. They moved fast, even for rats, and they soon arrived at the subway train.

Sandy backed away from the glass, asking, “Can they get in through the windows? What about the doors?”

“I think we’re safe for now,” Craig answered.

The vermin surrounded the train car, sensing the food on the other side of the metal and glass. They pressed their faces against the doors, stood on their hind legs and scratched at the silver metal exterior, attempting to reach the prey inside. Several of them had bloodstains around their mouths and forepaws.

Sandy saw the whole tunnel’s floor was a writhing brown and black mass. The beasts scrambled on top of each other, straining to get to something to devour, something to fill their aching stomachs. They acted on instinct, like a pack of wolves instead of rats.

They were stumbling on top of one another at the doors, six or seven rats high, each struggling to get inside the train compartment. Their claws scratched along the glass, and some had discovered the rubber divider that ran down the middle of the doors. They gnawed at it, but it was too small an area for them to get their entire heads through, let alone their fat, swollen bodies. They stuck their muzzles through the chewed-through spaces, spitting out rubber, gnashing their enormous teeth.

Alice started to scream, even though Beth held the girl close to her. Sandy had to admit to herself that she wanted to let loose, too, but she held her own shouts inside, looking around the car for some sort of weapon. She saw nothing that could be of use, so she grabbed Nicole’s present, the iPad still in its box, and she started swinging it at the snouts of the creatures as they poked them through where the rubber divider had been. They had gnawed it completely away from the ground to four or five feet up. The iPad felt comfortingly solid as she swung it, bashing in several of the creatures’ noses. Small, sharp fangs were dislodged, and they clattered to the floor. Still more of the giant rodents took the place of the first, shoving forward until they mashed their faces into the car. She swung again, grinned when rat blood splattered across the door.

Behind her, she heard a fumbling sound, and she turned briefly to see Howard and Craig shoving Craig’s cloth suit jacket into the gap created by two of the rats trying to get into the car. Howard looked around and grabbed Sylvia’s environmentally friendly cloth shopping bags, dumping the contents onto another seat.

Sandy swiped at the new snouts again, crushing the top one, which withdrew. It was soon replaced by another.

All around the subway car, the mutant creatures swarmed. They were five or six deep, blocking out everything below waist level, and they kept chewing on the rubber at the doors and windows.

Howard and Craig swung the jacket and the cloth bags against the door, blocking out the sight of the rats climbing on top of each other, scurrying to get closer. Howard shoved the various sacks into different holes, avoiding the rats’ chomping teeth.

“They’ll chew right through those,” Sandy said.

“But it’ll take them a while longer,” Howard explained. “Even if it’s just a few minutes…”

Alice began sobbing, the sound loud in the car, even over the sound of the rats outside. Beth searched through her purse and removed a prescription bottle of pills. Knocking two of them into the palm of her hand, she ordered Alice to gulp them down.

“Valium,” she said. “It’ll calm your nerves.”

After her ward took her pills, Beth took one for herself, swallowing it dry. Sandy nearly asked her for one, but decided to keep her mind unclouded by drugs. She needed to keep her thinking clearheaded.

“We need some kind of weapon,” she said, looking around the place.

Sylvia pulled a small knife from her purse and said, “I got a shiv.”

Howard started to grin and told Craig, “Hey, come help me over here.”

He stepped over to the metal post that ran from floor to ceiling. Studying it for a moment, he placed his back against the wall, squirming at the way the rats started attacking the metal and glass of the subway car right behind him. Their fury increased with his near proximity. He kicked out at the metal bar, and it groaned a bit. He kicked again, then again.

“Gonna make me a club,” he said.

Craig moved to the next post and started emulating the young man. “I got it,” he said, striking the metal with his boot heel.

Howard’s bar came loose at the top, but several screws still attached it to the floor. He grabbed hold of it and bent it down toward his feet. The metal groaned in protest, but it bowed to his strength. He twisted it a few times, and the bar came loose. It ended up about four feet in length, and the edge where he’d bent it till it broke was sunken inwards and sharp on the end. He wielded it like a massive sword.

Craig’s bar came loose near the ceiling of the car, nearly snapping in half with the force of his kick. Sandy decided she’d better re-evaluate the big guy. He may have had an extra thirty pounds on him, but he seemed pretty strong.

The vibrations within the subway car stirred the rats up outside. They squalled and fought each other, scratching at the doors and chewing at the rubber with even more insane single-mindedness. More of their jabbering mouths and snouts pushed through the crack in the doors, and Sandy thought she witnessed them inch open slightly. Swearing, she started pounding on the rats with the iPad again, trying to crush their skulls so that they remained stuck in the crack, another barrier for the masses behind them to chew through.

Howard used his pole to smack more of the mutants trying to enter their car. Shoving with the sharp end, he ran the pole through one rat’s neck and pulled, jamming it into the gap as his weapon came back red and bloody from the little corpse.

“Take that, sucker!” he shouted with a grin. He turned to Sandy and said, “Few more like that one, and we got us a rat force field.”

Something roared in the northern darkness of the tunnel, answered by another howl nearer to the subway. The sound reverberated in the shaft, making it seem even louder than it was.

With a loud screeching, the rats began to scramble away from the car, tumbling over each other to flee as a horde in the opposite direction from where they’d emerged.

“What was that?” Alice asked. The girl’s eyes were wide and wobbling, like a cornered animal. Sandy wished her coach had remembered the Valium earlier. Maybe Alice would have been more even-keeled by now.

“It’s scaring the rats away,” Howard said. “So, it’s nothing good. Guarantee that.”

Within thirty seconds, the tunnel was clear of the thousands of vermin that had taken flight, seeking refuge from whatever was coming down the tunnel now. The old bag lady’s skeleton lay a few yards from the train, the bones picked clean of any flesh, the eye sockets black and empty.

The roaring came again out of the pitch blackness farther down the tunnel, louder this time, closer.

Turning, Sandy tried to peel one of the metal strips off the glass of an advertisement in a frame in the car. She figured she could use the glass in the frame as a sharp weapon. When she tore the strip off, the pane fell to the floor and clinked. Realizing it was merely some form of cheap plastic, she scanned the car for something else that could be formed into a weapon.

Grinning, Sandy hurried to one of the shiny metal handrests by the orange seats. It was curved with two smaller crescent shaped pieces inside so that passengers had something to grab hold of when entering and exiting the train. She steadied her back and kicked hard at the thing, recalling all those judo lessons Nicole had forced her to take last year.

The armrest went flying across the car, and Alice cried out in surprise. When Sandy retrieved it, she flipped the curved piece of metal in her hand, a bit bigger, getting a feel for its weight. Then, she smashed the end under her sneaker. She had to stomp on it several times to get a finer edge on it. Now it resembled a boomerang with sharp, nearly knife-like edges on each side. She nodded in satisfaction.

“My girl’s a badass,” Howard said as he started kicking the other handrests out of place. Craig joined in, and soon they had three more of the homemade weapons.

They gave one to Sylvia, who tried to refuse, but eventually took it, keeping her “shiv” clutched in her right hand. When Sandy looked closer at it, she saw it was merely a steak knife. One went to Beth, who nodded her thanks. They didn’t even think to offer any weapon to the terrified high-schooler trembling in the coach’s arms. Alice had enough issues without worrying about self-defense.

Sandy took one in each hand, holding them tight, testing them against an unseen enemy. She could strike up or down, slash sideways – they really were very user-friendly. Howard hefted his pole, pointing the sharp end out toward the crimson-lit tracks and the tunnels beyond them. Craig assumed a similar position, but he looked ridiculous, an overweight, balding man with a bad haircut and a very big stick. Then again, it had worked for Teddy Roosevelt.

Beth stood, pulled the slightly groggy Alice up with her. Sandy wondered if the girl was going into shock or if the Valium really was working that quickly. If anyone in the group was going to be a liability, it was going to be Alice, and that was too bad. Her athletic skills would have come in very useful.

The roaring sound emerged from the darkness again, and the little group stood, staring into the gloom of the shadows. Sandy spread her legs, attempted to look tough, wondered how far Nicole was to reaching her. Howard and Craig took point, one on each side of the cluster of people in the dark subway car. Even Sylvia had her blade in one hand and her makeshift weapon from the railing in the other. Her wrinkled face was grim and determined, even if her back was bent with osteoporosis.

They knew something was out there, and they were ready for whatever it was.

Then, the lumbering creature stepped slowly into the halo of red light from one of the emergency bulbs, and they all realized just how wrong they’d been.
  


Chapter 23
 

 


1:55 p.m.

 


Nicole opened the helicopter door, allowing General Burns to step in before her. He grunted as he hiked his bag into the cab of the whirlybird, then grunted again as he hefted himself up. She believed he could stand to lose a few pounds, but she would never say such a thing to his face. Beyond insulting a superior officer, it just wasn’t very nice.

The machine was a Sikorsky S76A medical helicopter, a beautiful bird. Painted navy blue on the bottom and white on the top half, it sported a red cross near the tail. The blades twirled around the top of it, looking almost lazy in their rotations, but they stirred up the wind and dust, and Nicole had to squint to keep it out of her eyes.

Reaching for Burns’ proffered hand, she stepped up into the cabin, getting her first good look at the pilot. He was a wrinkled, extremely thin man in his early fifties, his skin tanned to a chestnut color. His hair was clipped into a crew cut, and his long face was craggy with a long, sharp nose and a pointed chin. His toothy grin was infectious.

“Tom Hemmer,” he said, giving Nicole’s hand a firm shake. His long thin fingers encased hers like the legs of a huge spider. “I’ll be your pilot today. Please fasten your safety belts when the light goes on.”

“Drop the stewardess shit, Tommy,” Taylor Burns said, unable to stifle his own grin. Nicole wondered if it was because he was seeing his old friend again or if it was because he was heading into an unfamiliar battle scenario. This wasn’t like sitting on the sidelines taking out Lycanthropes with snipers. This time he was heading right into the eye of the storm.

“Never minces words, this one,” Tom Hemmer said, pointing at Burns.

Nicole took a seat behind the pilot, feeling awkward with her Kevlar brushing up against the jacket full of ammunition and grenades. She had adjusted everything to the best of her ability in the elevator to make the heavy load as comfortable as possible, but when she assumed a sitting position, the weight of it all felt off balance.

She was surprised to find the helicopter so roomy. There was plenty of space for her feet to stretch out a bit. Behind her, there were seats for two more passengers and a wide open area, where she assumed EMTs could wheel a patient in on a stretcher or gurney. That area was surrounded with lifesaving equipment and shelving units stocked with all sorts of drugs. She wished she could get up and inspect the bottles, see if there were any antibiotics or Lycan vaccines. They may end up needing something. She prayed they didn’t.

“What exactly are we doing, Hoss?” Hemmer asked. “I barely managed to fly out of Manhattan, and now it’s all sealed off, and there are freaking jets circling the place.”

“We need you to fly us back in, drop us near 42nd and Broadway, get out safely, and pick us up tonight at a designated area when we call.”

“Oh, is that all?” the pilot asked, unable to prevent the sarcasm from entering his voice. “I thought it’d be something hard.”

Burns laughed, and Nicole found herself concerned. When spoken aloud, the plan seemed ludicrous, impossible. They’d never get into the city, let alone back out of it.

But I have to try, she thought. Sandy needs me, and that woman means everything to me. If I don’t at least try, what kind of love do we have? What kind of person would that make me?

Burns was talking again, leaning in close to Hemmer. He said, “I’ve been timing the jets. They’re F-15s, and they’re taking about ten minutes to circle the island. I think there are two separate formations, and I’ve seen a couple of Scorpions, too. We need to time it just right, so you can get us across the river and drop us into the combat zone and get back before you’re noticed. You can stay here on the hotel rooftop. I don’t think anyone will be bothering you as long as they don’t see you in the air.”

There was a rumble, then a vibration in the cabin, and Nicole turned in time to see three F-15 Eagles zip across the smoking horizon. They were gone within seconds, following the path of the river. She saw Burns click the stopwatch on his wrist so it began ticking.

“We’ll do another timing, wait for the next group to fly by,” he said calmly.

Hemmer nodded, said, “No problem. If I have ten minutes, it won’t be anything to get you guys in there and back. You wanna just drop in?”

“You have parachutes, don’t you?” Burns asked.

“Yep. But you might fare better if I just land on a rooftop and set you loose. There’s an awful lot of fire and explosions going on now over there. Once you’re on the rooftop, you should be able to get to the street. Better than taking a chance of the wind crashing you into a building or your chute catching fire on the way down.”

“Makes sense to me,” Burns said.

As they turned their attention to the horizon, waiting for the next jet to pass, Sandy thought back to the early days when she had met Sandy. She admitted she was more than a little rough around the edges. Being in the military always sanded down the feminine edges of the women who do any actual fighting. Her language had gotten rougher, her drinking had grown harder, and she always had her eyes open to an attack – even when there was none forthcoming. When she’d first spotted Sandy, an adorable blond West Coast beach bunny type, in Shirley’s Saloon, she’d had to slug down three more Budweisers before she summoned up the balls to talk to her. Even then, her speech had been of the “Aw shucks, ma’am” variety. She had embarrassed herself, turned red in the face and stammered her words. She never knew why Sandy had followed her to the end of the bar, what the beautiful California girl could have seen in a tough-assed soldier, but Sandy had, indeed, joined her for a few drinks at the end of the bar.

By this time, Nicole had been a couple of sheets to the wind, but thankfully not completely falling down drunk, as she was known to get on Saturday nights off-base. They had ended up kissing for hours in the parking lot, saying good night before either of them could go any farther. It had been sweet and even a bit romantic, making out under the stars, the radio playing soft country music while the other patrons deserted the bar parking lot, finally leaving them all alone, looking up at the night sky. Just the two of them alone in the universe.

The next morning, Nicole had received a phone call from the hot blonde she’d met so late the previous night. She didn’t even remember giving out her phone number. They’d gone to dinner that evening. Over Italian food and wine, they’d discovered how much they had in common. They shared a love for action movies, whiskey sours, rainy days, crossword puzzles, and a secret fondness for trashy historical romance novels. The conversation flowed easily, and Sandy had been intrigued by Nicole’s position in the Lycan Snipers. Most women she’d told about her job were repelled by the fact that she was so good with a rifle, but this one was different. They had been together ever since.

There was an old joke that went “What does a lesbian bring to a second date? A U-Haul.” In this case, the old standard wasn’t far from the mark. They had moved in together after seeing each other almost every night for a week. It was sudden, moving faster than Nicole was comfortable with, but it also felt very right. She had another self, one that didn’t usually present itself to people, but it was different with Sandy. Her love had shown Nicole what it was like to be human, to be feminine, to be the softer side of the rough-and-tumble soldier. When she went on a mission, that aspect of her disappeared, iced over with a layer of hardness she needed to do her job and get on with the men in her unit. Without Sandy, she knew she would lose that aspect of herself completely, and now that she’d discovered it was there, hidden under her surface, she didn’t want to part with it. It was a wonderful discovery. It was all because of Sandy, and she couldn’t lose this woman, couldn’t drop that other part of her inner self. Not when she’d come so far.

Three F-15s zoomed by in a V-shaped formation, their guns silent this time. Burns clicked his stopwatch.

“Nine minutes and forty-five seconds,” he announced. “That enough time?”

“Plenty,” answered Tom Hemmer. “Soon as they go by again, I’ll fly you guys over, land on the nearest building in midtown that’s still standing.”

Nicole glanced over at the Manhattan skyline again and shivered. Now, fires were burning through the streets and explosions rang out every minute or two. She thought she saw the Empire State Building wavering, as if its foundation was destroyed and it was going to topple over at any moment. Thick plumes of smoke billowed into the sky, obscuring her view farther into the island.

She looked back down at her cell phone and brought up the last text Sandy had sent to her. HURRY.

“I’m coming, baby,” she whispered. “Hang on. I’m coming for you.”
  


Chapter 24
 

 


2:00 p.m.

 


During the trek through the subway tunnels, John Creed kept hearing muffled explosions coming from above his and Michael Keene’s heads. They had decided to make for the surface so that they were no longer trapped with the Lycanthropic mutants underground in the dark, but the more sounds he heard – and felt in the case of some of the explosions, which rattled his guts – the less sure he was about their destination. What if it was even worse on the streets of New York? What if this disaster had spread throughout the almost two million people living in Manhattan alone?

Shaking off the thoughts, he knew he would have to see for himself. It was the reporter part of his brain, usually soaked in bourbon and suffused in cigarette smoke, which required confirmation of the facts. Those noises could be something else entirely, sonic booms, construction, unusually heavy traffic patterns.

He knew he was kidding himself. When they finally made it to the surface, he knew it was going to be bad. Still, he had to know for sure. If he didn’t at least check the situation out, he’d have to live with the doubt when they retreated back to the tunnels.

Aboveground with those things, or below the streets with those things. He honestly didn’t know which position was preferable.

“How much farther?” he asked, keeping his voice low. They hadn’t heard any of the animalistic noises in the corridors for a while, but it wouldn’t do to chance drawing something’s subterranean attention.

“Just ahead,” answered Michael. “See those rungs? That should lead to a manhole on Broadway.”

They stopped at the ladder and peered up at the circle above. There were holes in the manhole, and sunlight streamed from them, exposing Van Gogh swirls of dust motes.

John glanced at Michael; saw how dirty the man was. His hair was matted from stepping through so much water, and his skin was splotched with grime and filth. The reporter sighed, certain he looked equally nasty. Usually, he would care about seeming so disgusting. He was fastidious about his appearance, always had been. He had subscribed to GQ and Details magazines when he was thirteen to know all the trends. However, with what he had been through so far this afternoon, he figured it didn’t matter what he looked like. There would always be an operating shower at the end of the journey.

“You wanna go first?” Michael asked, watching the twirling dust in the slashing rays of sunlight.

“Yeah,” John said, although he really wasn’t certain he wanted to see what was up there. “Sure.”

He climbed the rungs until he reached the manhole cover. It was heavy, but he managed to push it up enough with his shoulder so he could peek out of the opening.

At first, he wasn’t sure what he was seeing. Chiaroscuro designs of pipes and metal, rust covering parts of it. As he pushed a bit more and took another step up toward the surface, he realized it was the bottom of a yellow cab that had been turned onto its side. One wheel was still spinning lazily, while the pungent aroma of spilled gasoline wafted over the area, aided by a slight breeze.

“Oh God,” John said, his voice a whisper.

“What do you see? What’s going on?” Michael asked from below.

“It’s the end of the world,” John answered.

John twisted his body around, spinning the manhole cover so he could get a view down the street, away from the bottom of the car. This was actually quite a bit worse, and he shook his head at the sight.

The road was filled with abandoned cars. Some of them were on fire, the heat blackening the husks of some, while others were crashed into each other, into light poles, into the sides of buildings. One had skidded sideways into the plate-glass window of a store, scattering electronics equipment across the street. A double-decker bus had crashed into the front of another building, and into the huge electronic sign that had adorned the front of the place. A few sparks still flashed, blue and white. Several of the lights and phone poles had toppled, crashing into the street. A heavy street lamp had fallen directly on top of one Volkswagen, crushing it in the middle as effectively as a meteor. Flames licked up and down the street, lapping at the spilled gasoline from the various wrecks. In the distance, a few streets farther, an explosion rocked the road. Cracks split up the middle, and a few pieces dropped down into the tunnel below.

Michael dodged these hunks of cement and blacktop. Instinctively raising his hands above his head to deflect any that got too close. He felt the rumble as the explosion tore through something major in the city’s infrastructure. He yelped in surprise.

John watched as a fireball blew the windows out of the fifteenth floor of a skyscraper. Glass shattered, blowing shards of death down into the street. Overhead, he heard the scream of three jets flying over the city. Gunfire erupted from the planes, then more of it erupted from a nearby alley. Someone hidden in the alley’s shadows was shooting back at the war planes, a final and futile attempt at bravado.

“Jesus wept,” he said.

The worst thing to John was the sheer quantity of bodies. Corpses lined the street, some of them whole, others in pieces strewn across the road in a bloody swath. He saw a leg with huge bite marks where the thigh would have normally connected to a body. A disembodied hand rested on its side a few feet away, a woman’s. Her nails had been painted recently, and she had been wearing a beautiful, huge diamond ring when her hand had been shredded from her wrist. A bone stuck out the back, clean as winter snow. A passenger hung out of the window of his yellow cab, his head bashed in so the brains ran out to the road. The driver had gone through the windshield when he had crashed. He lay across the hood, his left leg stuck in the glass. Something had torn his shirt off, flaying at the skin until it had pulled the driver’s intestines through the hole. They lay around him, half devoured.

The dead were everywhere, and the creatures eating the bodies slinked in and out between the cars, as if trying not to be seen. John saw two huge Lycans, at least eight feet tall, with hunched backs and hairy bodies, feasting upon the corpse of a young girl. They fought over the choicest cuts, growling and snapping at each other. Another beast ran after a woman futilely attempting to flee to the safety of a building across the street, which looked as though it hadn’t been damaged yet. It leapt upon her back, digging its claws into her neck. Her head popped off, rolling into the alley where the gunshots had emerged. She hadn’t even screamed once. The beast sat on its haunches, and it started in on the rest of her. A smaller mutant approached, and the larger one swatted it into a nearby car; its fur caught fire, and the thing ran squealing down the street. A pack of the giant rats streamed from a dark alley, racing into the sanctuary of a brownstone with a kicked-in door, chased by something larger that may have once been a dog. They were out of sight in seconds.

Another explosion rocked the ground, splitting the road even more, and John raised his eyes to witness a huge tower of flame fly up into the sky just over the tops of the nearby buildings. He felt the heat, even several streets away, and he heard the sizzle of his eyebrows singeing. The beasts in the streets yelped, running for the shadows of the alleys, hiding behind cars. Some of them dragged their meals along with them to finish later.

John wanted to weep. The creatures were all over the place. The people, who had not been killed or transformed, were closeted away in spider holes no safer than his own hiding place. New York had been brought to its knees in a matter of hours. It was almost beyond comprehension.

He slid the manhole cover back into place and descended the rungs, retreating back to the depths of the darkened tunnel.

“Bad?” Michael asked.

“You’ve got no idea,” John said, sitting on a railing covered in black gunk. He didn’t care. Who gave a shit about the cleanliness of your clothes when the world was coming to a violent, unhappy end?

“Should I look?”

“If you want, but it’s ugly, man. I’m gonna have nightmares about this for the rest of my life – which may not be very long if what’s going on out there is indicative of the state of the rest of the world. Even if it’s just New York…” He paused, a gleam entering his eyes. “The jets.”

“Huh?”

“I saw jets flying over, combat jets with weapons and bombs. F-15s, if I remember right. They’re shutting off the island. Aw Christ, they’re cutting us off. That’s the explosions we’re hearing. They’re probably blowing bridges, ferries... what else connects us to the mainland?”

“Subway tunnels,” Michael volunteered, ascending the ladder-like structure and peering out at the chaos on Broadway. He knew he needed to see it for himself. Satisfied, horrified, he closed the manhole cover and retreated back to the safety of the concrete womb. “The subway tunnels,” he reiterated. “And the sewers.”

“Can they shut off every access to the sewer systems?”

“I don’t know. How the hell would I know something like that? But... there are a lot of them. Lots of tunnels down here, some of them not used for years and years.”

“There’s no way they can do that. No way. There’re too many.”

“You thinking about walking off the island in the sewers?”

“You’re the expert. You tell me if it’s possible.”

“Well, probably,” Michael said. “But it’s not going to be easy.”

“Trust me, it’s got to be easier than going up aboveground. It’s freaking chaos up there. Buildings are falling over, dead people all over the place; everything looks like it’s on fire. And I mean everything. Those creatures are everywhere you look. All kinds of them. We wouldn’t make it fifty feet.”

“Well, then, I guess we don’t have much of a choice, do we?” Michael asked. “We’d better head down, away from all this. I don’t want to get clobbered on the head when another explosion rips through a street. Plus, how long until those things get hungry or curious enough to look under the manhole covers? If they do, and we’re right here, we’re gonna be what’s for supper.”

“I’ll follow you,” John said, motioning for Michael to, once again, take the lead. The homeless man shook his head and started to walk.

“Ain’t this a bitch,” he said.
  


Chapter 25
 

 


2:03 p.m.

 


“What in God’s name is that?” Craig asked from inside the stalled subway car.

The group had gathered around Sandy as she wielded her makeshift weapons in each hand and watched the monster emerge from the darkness. Sylvia touched her shoulder, and Howard stood to her right, his long, sharpened pole held out in front of him. Behind her, Beth comforted Alice, who seemed to be getting sleepy from the Valium, much to everyone’s relief. The girl had stopped crying, but she was holding on to her volleyball coach for dear life, as though she could drop to the floor, boneless, at any moment. Her eyes had gone all glassy. She made small, soft whimpering sounds.

The creature stepped out of the darkness of the distant tunnel into the fading red illumination of the nearby emergency lights. Its head was huge and shaggy, with wild tufts sticking out around its ears and jaws. Its eyes were slits of sickly yellow. It stood at least six feet tall, as large as any man, on four gigantic, black-taloned paws. Each paw was larger than a laptop computer. The mutant measured about nine to ten feet long, with huge muscles bunched up around its neck, forelegs, and its swishing tail, bulging out in lumpy masses. It opened its mouth and roared, exposing white teeth eight inches long, curved and pointed, sticking out of the beast’s maw in every direction, as if its muzzle was too small for the number of fangs. Its blue lips pulled back, and it lapped at something on the tracks with a long, black tongue.

“I think it was a lion,” Sandy suggested. “See the mane? Only, this thing is gigantic.”

“It’s infected,” said Howard. “Like the rats. Like the people who turned out there, only this motherfucker’s escaped from the zoo or something.”

“Central Park Zoo has lions,” Craig suggested.

“You mean it had lions,” Sandy said.

“Don’t let it get me,” Alice said, breaking her tragically short drug-induced silence. “Please, don’t let it get me.”

“There she goes again,” Craig said, watching the lion rear its head back up. “You’re gonna have to keep her quiet.”

Beth shrugged, “I’m trying.” She turned to the shaking girl and said, “It’s all right. It can’t get in here.”

“Don’t let it in, coach. It’s going to kill me. Look at it. It wants to get in here and kill us all!”

The girl’s voice had risen from a whisper to a near shriek. Beth was rubbing Alice’s arm, stroking it gently, reassuringly.

“Shut her up,” Craig said, moving beside the girl.

“Alice, sweetie, look at me,” Beth said in her most calming speech. “I need you to look in my eyes.”

“It’s gonna get me,” Alice cried, looking out at the monster.

Its ears were sticking up. It had discerned something, but it still hadn’t figured out where the noise was coming from.

“Shut her the hell up,” Craig warned, raising his hand, “or I will.” He raised his pole in a threatening manner, as if he had no problem with smacking the girl upside the head with it and knocking her unconscious. His eyes, tinged in the red light, looked rabid and scary, and Sandy knew he would harm this child to save himself without regret or the least bit of remorse.

“Alice, shh,” Beth said, covering the girl’s mouth with her hands. The teenager shoved them away, slapping at them, working herself up to a hysteric level.

Craig tensed his muscles, readied himself to deliver the blow to the sixteen-year-old.

Outside the car, the monstrous lion looked back into the dark tunnel and gave a roar that shook the windows of the train. Its ears were sticking straight up and wavering back and forth, like SETI satellite dishes searching for a signal. Deep in the darkness, a second roar answered, weaker than the first and still farther away, but it related a single thought to everyone on the train – there’s another one out there!

Sandy turned to Alice, saw the same idea fight its way into her mind, and saw the wildness enter the girl’s eyes. She probably figured the creatures knew she was inside, so young and tender. Alice took one look out the window as the mutant lion swerved its shaggy head back towards the car, and she collapsed, fainting gracefully into Beth’s arms. The coach caught her before she hurt herself, and then gently lowered the girl to the floor. She took such care with Alice’s head that Sandy knew she truly cared for the girl, that she was probably more than Beth’s star player. As the coach brushed the hair from Alice’s face, Sandy thought, This is her surrogate daughter. For some reason, this woman looks upon Alice as her own child.

Craig lowered his weapon, watching the girl rest on the floor of the subway car. He looked relieved.

And she was a little embarrassed to discover she might have done the same thing.

The creature let loose another loud cry.

“Nobody move,” Sandy whispered as something stirred within the inky blackness of the tunnel’s depths. “Don’t talk. Don’t speak. Maybe they’ll go on their way and not notice us.”

She knew it was wishful thinking, but if they were going to have any chance at all of surviving, they couldn’t draw the giant creature’s attention to them. The thing had claws the length of Sandy’s fingers. A couple of metal pieces of the subway car, sharpened or not, wouldn’t stand a chance against talons that big. And that wasn’t even factoring the teeth into the equation.

The second mutant materialized into the red illumination. This monster was slightly smaller than the other, and it lacked the shaggy mane of the huge male. It moved gracefully, despite its bulk, muscles rippling under its heavily furred hide. Its tail switched back and forth. It padded over to the male, its footsteps eerily silent. It nuzzled its head against the mane of the other monster in greeting, and then it started looking around at its new domain.

When it gazed over at the stalled train, Sandy thought the female was looking directly at her, its slanted yellow eyes peering into her soul.

The female roared, exposing its massive, curved teeth.
  


Chapter 26
 

 


2:05 p.m.

 


Nicole watched the sky as the trio of jets flew past them again, their formation a textbook example of military precision. As they sped out of sight, the helicopter lifted off the roof of the hotel, and she wondered, What the hell are we doing? This is insane.

“Here we go,” Tom Hemmer shouted, as he clicked several buttons and pulled up on the steering.

There was a brief moment when Nicole felt as if she were weightless when the copter took flight, rising straight up into the air then tilting a bit as it spun around, heading for Manhattan. The cabin was surprisingly quiet, but she could still hear muffled explosions coming from the island. While she watched out the side window, the Empire State Building leaned to the left and collapsed. One side of it seemed to slough off the other, followed by the rest of the skyscraper. Even as they crossed the river, Nicole could hear the overwhelming cacophony of the building crumbling to the ground. Dust and fires blew from the site, gas lines exploded, and if she squinted, she could see the outlines of people falling to their death. It brought back memories of the 9/11 attacks, and she had to close her eyes for a moment. It was too much to see, the deaths of so many souls, the utter destruction of an architectural wonder of the world.

Alone in her head, she told herself that this was temporary. The government would get a handle on the situation, just as they had in Cincinnati, and they’d bring her unit in to play cleanup after they stopped the spread of the virus. Only this time it was a more populous area, full of stately, tall buildings and monuments, and the disease was spreading at a terrifying speed. Manhattan was probably a write-off.

Opening her eyes again, she saw they had crossed over the East River. The Empire State was still disintegrating, knocking into the building across the street from it and setting off a chain reaction where one building smashed into another which fell upon another – a hellish giant’s game of dominos. The streets were full of crashed cars, overturned buses, and yellow cabs on fire. Nicole saw people, tiny from her vantage point, running through the streets, seeking some kind of shelter. Several were crushed by the crumbling structures and the large chunks of cement and iron falling from up high. Huge sheets of glass tumbled end over end, finally smashing to the pavement, shooting shards in every direction like lethal missiles. One unlucky woman was neatly sliced in two, from her head to her navel, by a long falling window pane. Instantly, the two halves were beset by horrific monsters, which started to feast upon the woman’s remains, oblivious to the chaos around them.

One of the crumbling buildings drooped to the side, finally resting against a more solid stone skyscraper. It wavered, but remained standing, and the two formed a forty-five-degree triangle with the streets below.

Tom Hemmer shouted, “Hold on to your hats, ladies and gentlemen.”

He veered the helicopter lower, until it was passing just beneath the newly created arch of the two buildings. Bits of glass rained down on the copter for a moment, then it cleared the rubble.

“See that one up there? That’s on Broadway,” Hemmer said.

“The one that’s on fire?” Burns asked, incredulous.

“No, the one next to it.”

“Oh shit!” Nicole screamed, noticing that there was something following them. “We have a bogey behind us.”

Hemmer said, “When did they pick us up? Didn’t see them. Okay, kiddies, you might lose your lunches, but we’re gonna try and lose this creep.”

“Good luck,” she replied. “It’s an F-15. Nice little—”

“I can outfly that old junker,” Hemmer said, and the world dropped out from beneath them all.

The whirlybird plunged suddenly, losing twenty-five feet of altitude, and it started flying in between the extant skyscrapers twenty or thirty feet above street level. The buildings loomed over them, forming a Cyclopean maze, their shadows blocking out most of the sunlight. The F-15 remained up high, above the rooftops, speeding away from them until it was out of sight. Within a few seconds, it reappeared over their heads.

Hemmer steered the helicopter deftly between the buildings, making a left turn, following Broadway north. Zipping through the streets of the midtown shopping district, the trio in the helicopter avoided most of the fires, although Nicole drew in her breath more than a few times. A burst of flame exploded from a fortieth story window. Pieces of glass rained down on them, and burning cloth slid down the front dome of the medical helicopter. Hemmer pulled up, and the copter lurched another fifty feet higher as another jet soared over their heads.

A voice came over their radio, deep and authoritative, “This is the US Army. You have entered restricted air space. Please turn around and fly back to Brooklyn.”

Burns grunted, said, “Hell, they’ve been watching us since before we took off. Probably since you flew over to the hotel, Tommy.”

Hemmer swung the bird into a right turn, heading farther north, moving past Soho.

Nicole glanced down as the helicopter swayed during a turn. One of the Lycanthropes was standing on top of an overturned car, lashing out at a crowd of people running by. It grabbed a woman by her long hair and pulled her off her feet, lifting her throat to its mouth and biting down. All around the scene, people writhed on the street, halfway through the transformation. Others ran screaming, looking for a safe place to hide. A man roared by on a motorcycle, speeding past the scene and disappearing around a corner into a cloud of white smoke from a fire in a series of garbage dumpsters.

The helicopter zoomed up Broadway, passing the Woolworth Building just as the structure was struck by one of the passing F-15s that got a little too close to the parapet. Jet fuel exploded, and a large chunk of the top five floors crumbled toward the sidewalks below. The helicopter swung toward the other side of the street, narrowly missing the enormous mass of concrete and steel rods. The four sidewinder AA missiles loaded onto the F-15 fired upon impact, launching in four different directions. Two hit the ground near the base of the Chrysler Building, detonating and blasting huge holes in the bottom two floors of the construction; several people and cars went airborne, flipping end over end. It tilted toward the building next to it.

A third missile went up into the air and exploded like a fireworks display over the top of St. Peter’s Church. The fourth went straight north up Broadway. Hemmer dropped the helicopter until it was hovering just above the street. An eight-foot-tall beast leapt from its perch on a theater marquee, trying in vain to grab the helicopter out of the sky. The sidewinder sped over the top of the Sikorsky Medical Helicopter. Trailing a plume of smoke, it smashed into the side of the New York City Courthouse, blasting the western side across the park.

“Close one, Tommy,” Burns muttered.

“Yep.”

The helicopter got itself back on track, heading to the middle of the street, passing City Hall Park. Pieces of the courthouse were still falling from the sky.

“Identify yourself,” came the gruff voice over the Sikorsky’s radio. “Identify yourself or we will be forced to shoot you down.”

Burns looked back at Nicole and raised his eyebrows as a new F-15 shot over the tops of the buildings ahead of them.

“Can they do that?” Nicole asked.

“Probably,” Hemmer said. “Just look down. It’s a fucking mess out there. A couple of sidewinders wouldn’t hurt much of anything.”

“Then get us out of here and get the hell back to the hotel,” Burns suggested.

“Aye aye, skipper,” Hemmer said and laughed.

He flew north, but taking a winding road, turning left then right, then left again. He explained that this maneuvering would help shake their tail.

“Those F-15s are damned fast,” he said. “They can fly over, but there’s no way they could take these curves like this old bird. They’d fly straight through the buildings. Plus, they can only see down, so they are getting quick views of us but we lose them for a few seconds every time we turn.”

Nicole saw another building topple over, a victim of a gas explosion near its base that jeopardized its structural stability. This one fell like a tree, at a forty-five degree angle, taking out a parking garage as it landed. More explosions followed, with flames shooting out from several areas of the fallen structure. Automobiles plummeted from holes in the sides, crashing to the pavement.

“Look over there,” Hemmer shouted, pointing toward a huge bloom of black smoke. It was so large, Nicole couldn’t see what was causing it, but it was as dark as night in its shadow. Hemmer directed the machine downwards, and they saw the fire originated from a huge oil spill, probably from the large truck that had overturned into a corner grocery. Barrels lay all around the truck, oozing black liquid. The Sikorsky flew through the cloud of smoke, then it spun around as the trio heard the jet zoom overhead again.

“I’m going down to land in the smoke,” Hemmer told them. “You won’t be in a building, and you’re a couple blocks south from 42nd and Broadway, but this is as close as we can make it. Plus, the smokescreen won’t hurt. It’s hiding us for now. That bastard in the F-15’s probably wondering where we went.”

The helicopter landed with a bump, and Nicole and Burns grabbed their respective guns and bags and popped the passenger door. The noise that greeted Nicole’s ears was deafening. Crashing explosions, screams, roars, and the ever-whining sound of the jets flying overhead combined into a cacophony of noise that was enough to make her want to add her own screams to the symphony. Everything smelled of smoke or gasoline or blood. As she slammed the door shut behind her, Nicole saw Times Square several blocks ahead. The tourist attraction was almost unrecognizable. Several of the billboards were burning, and the flat iron building at the corner had flames sizzling in its windows, torched from the inside out.

Hemmer raised the helicopter, and it ascended up through the black smoke. Burns gave it a jaunty salute, and he flashed Nicole a big shit-eating grin. The man was thrilled to be back in action again, right in the heart of everything.

Nicole knew her blood was racing through her body. She could hear the thumping of her heart in her ears, and she was getting an adrenaline rush like she’d never experienced, even in the worst combat situations.

This time, it was personal.
  


Chapter 27
 

 


2:15 p.m.

 


Michael Keene seemed to know exactly where he was going. At least, John Creed hoped and prayed he did. He exuded just enough confidence, making deliberate turns in the tunnels, heading left or right without stopping to think about which route took him in which direction. Sometimes, they climbed more rungs or descended into another dank subbasement or sewer channel, but he didn’t even pause when the rooms got alarmingly dark. He merely waved his headlamp around a bit and continued. It was as if he had the sonic abilities of a bat, but it was really because he’d experienced many years in the various tunnels.

“When there’s nothing else left in your life,” he explained to John as they arrived at a juncture, “you do what you can. I explored the world underneath the city. There are some amazing things down here – architecture that’s been deemed old fashioned, whole subway trains from bygone eras retired to side tracks, even an entire town. Must have been two hundred, three hundred people living in this tarpaper shack area.”

“I’d like to see that,” John said, reporter instinct overcoming his terror for a moment. “Not right now, you understand, but…”

“No you wouldn’t. It was a sad, ugly place full of pathetic beings you could barely call human. I always made a point to get aboveground every once in a while, just to keep my priorities straight, keep my head in the right place. You stay too long underground, you start to change, become more like some kind of subterranean animal. There were people down here who hadn’t emerged from the tunnels in ten years, and you wouldn’t want to see them up close. Scary little eyes, practically blind, teeth falling out, grossly skinny. They looked like the zombies you see in those movies they used to show at the grind houses.”

“Or like the Lycanthropes?”

“Sort of,” Michael agreed, whipping around another corner and walking through a gaping hole in a brick wall. “All animal. All instinct. Nothing compassionate or caring left in its soul. Just the urge to get its next meal or its next fix. Sadly, it’s more common than you might think.”

“Yet you managed to avoid becoming like this?”

“I wouldn’t allow myself to sink to that level. Watch out for this step here. Now, we’re going to wade through some water. Hope your shoes aren’t too expensive.”

“Who gives a damn?” John said, thinking of the chaos erupting aboveground.

“I always had it in the back of my mind, what I was, what I had been before I went underground. I had a good job, a great apartment, a beautiful girlfriend who had an amazing little daughter. I know I’ve been down here for years, but I’ve never stopped thinking about the life I had. And how to get it back again.”

“You ever see them? Your girlfriend or her kid?”

Michael glanced backwards, the question interrupting his single-minded progress. His eyes were wide and white in the flashlight’s glare.

“I’d sometimes go to her school, where she worked as a teacher. Second grade. She loved those kids like her own. I would wait by the playground to get a glimpse of her. Her name was Margo, after her mother. She was so beautiful, long dark hair, blue eyes. She wore glasses, and I thought it made her look like some hot librarian. I … I couldn’t approach her. Not like this. Not dirty, filthy, monstrous. I couldn’t scare her like that. Finally, she disappeared. She’d gone to a different school. Transferred or quit. I don’t know.”

“You could still find her.”

Michael shook his shaggy head. “They’re better off without me – Margo and her little girl. You never saw me when I was drinking. The things I did to them, what I put them through. Jesus, even I don’t want to remember any of it, but I do. Every night, I relive those times, and I wonder what if… What if I had married her? What if I hadn’t started on the booze and the drugs? What if … it’ll drive you crazy. It’s easier in a lot of ways to just let them go. To let that whole life go and disappear underground. Like a troll.”

“I’m sorry,” John said.

“Well, yeah, so am I,” Michael said, and he turned and started leading the way out of the tunnels again. “Come on. Let’s get out of here.”

In the distance, echoing along the dampened brick walls, something roared. It made Michael move faster, and John had no trouble this time keeping up with him.
  


Chapter 28
 

 


2:20 p.m.

 


The mutant lions had been lying on a small platform by the tracks for ten minutes now, their five-foot-long tails twitching, their eyes blinking and finally closing in slumber. The male laid his head on his massive front paws and heaved a loud sigh. The female looked around for a while longer before also succumbing to sleep, stretching out parallel to her mate. Their snores could be heard across the lanes of tracks and inside the subway car.

Sandy felt the entire car heave a sigh of relief. She had been tensed up, ready to fight off the monsters should they attack the subway train, but the beasts merely seemed to want a nap. Blood surrounded their mouths, matted in the brown and beige fur, so she figured they had recently eaten something … or someone. Otherwise, she was certain they would have been pouncing upon the car, tearing the doors open with their black claws and their horrible teeth.

She sat down, placing her homemade weapons next to her. Her arms were sore from standing stiff as a board for so long of a stretch. She rubbed them as Howard slumped down across the aisle from her. She could see the sweat running down his bald scalp. A few feet away, Craig flopped onto one of the seats, his long, sharpened metal railing gripped tightly in his right hand as though for security. He leaned forward, looking down at the prone, sleeping figure of Alice. Beth sat on the floor with her feet stuck out, Alice’s head in her lap. The girl snored softly. Sylvia rested on the other side of the train, away from everyone. Sandy thought she was sleeping, taking her usual afternoon nap, but she didn’t want to let anyone else know. She was probably a bit ashamed of her exhaustion.

Sandy, keeping her voice extremely quiet, whispered to Craig, “Would you have done it?”

“What?” he answered sotto voce.

“Would you have hurt Alice to keep her quiet?”

The man shrugged. “If it came to her or me, I pick me. I got a wife at home … hopefully she’s still there, still alive … in Queens. I look out for myself.”

“I wouldn’t have let you, you know.”

“I don’t see how you would’ve had a choice in the matter. Girl was getting loud. She needed to shut up. She got damn lucky she fainted before I had to take care of her.”

“That’s what they would do,” Beth added, nodding toward the slumbering monsters outside the car. “Those beasts. They don’t give a shit if they hurt someone as long as they take care of themselves.”

“Hey, I got a wife...”

Beth looked up, and her voice rose a bit. “She’s a goddamned sixteen-year-old kid.”

“Shh, be quiet,” Howard scolded.

“I’m just saying,” Craig said, raising his hands defensively in front of himself.

“And I’m just saying that you won’t lay a finger on this child,” Beth added. “What are we? Are we still humans? Or are we turning feral, just like those evil things out there? I’d like to believe that as people, as human beings, we can still hold on to a little bit of humanity.”

“Not much humanity when it’s your ass on the line,” Craig said. “You want to live in your fairy tale palace with Santa Claus, then you be my guest. In this world, the real world, you do what you have to do to survive. And I’m going to survive this here disaster.”

“Even at the price of a teenage girl’s life?” Sandy asked.

“Whatever it takes, baby. Whatever it takes.”

“You’re a real piece of work, Craig Chew,” Howard said, shaking his head.

“Like you wouldn’t knock her on the head to get her to be quiet?”

“No. I don’t think I would. She’s a kid.”

Sandy looked at Craig with a steely gaze. “It’s unanimous. You touch that little girl, and you’ll be sorry.”

“Screw all of you,” Craig muttered, and he stepped away from the group, heading for the back of the car to be alone with his anger. “Bunch of self-righteous hypocrites.”

He turned his back on the group, pouting.

Sandy shook her head. “Fucking savage. That’s all he is. A fucking savage.”

Howard shrugged, said, “This is New York. We’re all a little savage. Helps us endure the day to day.”

“Hey, lady,” Beth said, “thanks. This girl’s my responsibility. If I’d have known…”

“How could you?” Sandy asked, slipping down beside the Latina woman. “Like anyone could’ve predicted this? I got me a girlfriend who shoots these monsters down for a living. She didn’t see this coming, so how could anyone else?”

Beth looked up at her. “You guys…you been together, um, long?”

Howard backed away, looking uneasy and restless. He tiptoed over to Sylvia and sat next to her, but he was still listening to Sandy.

“You aren’t real comfortable with this, huh?” Sandy asked, grinning.

“I don’t know. It’s not something I’m very…well, I’m not really exposed to it, you know?”

Sandy raised her eyebrows. “You’re a gym teacher and a volleyball coach and you haven’t been exposed to lesbians?”

“I also coach golf.”

“Jeez, you must be wearing blinders or something.”

“I suppose I’m just not looking very hard.”

“Do you disapprove?”

“Not really. It just doesn’t matter a whole lot. Especially now.”

“It’ll matter if Nicole can get us out of here alive,” Sandy said. “And if I know my girl, you can bet she’s on her way right now.”

Sandy peered out the window at the two sleeping monstrosities a hundred yards from her. Shivering, she saw the doors were slightly ajar, the rats having eaten away some of the rubber that separated them when they were closed. If those huge beasts got it into their heads to enter the subway car, there would be very little any of them could do to hold them off. The weapons they had created from the metal pieces in the cabin suddenly seemed terribly ineffectual.

Alice stirred, smacked her lips. Beth stroked her hair, murmured something in the girl’s ear. She settled down, became quiet again.

Sandy wondered how long Alice could remain calm and asleep. Eventually, she would wake back up, scream or shout or panic. Then, Sandy would not only have the alerted Lycanthropes to worry about.

She’d also have to concern herself with the savage reactions of Craig Chew.
  


Chapter 29
 

 


2:24 p.m.

 


As the helicopter took off, leaving behind the two soldiers, its rotors swept away much of the smoke from the burning oil on the street, and Nicole got a better look at the surrounding area. She’d been watching through the Sikorsky’s window, but her thoughts had been on reaching Sandy, not on her immediate surroundings. She’d taken in all the stunning chaos and destruction that was tearing New York City apart, but she’d lost the smaller picture: the things within reach of her weapons, the things she could affect. This was something she never did. Her mind was always on full alert, watchful and observant. The Lycanthropes could attack you from anywhere, so you needed to ascertain every place they could be lurking. She blinked, the smoke irritating her eyes even as it wafted away. Her concentration was now on full alert. She hefted the M-4 assault rifle into her arms and scanned the world around her.

General Burns was on her right-hand side, his own M-4 loaded and ready, held in his muscular arms while he puffed on a cigar. The helicopter disappeared from view, and she wished Hemmer a safe return to Brooklyn. Then, she returned her thoughts to location surveys.

The first thing she noticed was the way the streets were completely clogged with cars, either wrecked into each other or into buildings. The drivers must have been abruptly swarmed with creatures, probably the rats, and in the ensuing panic they had driven their cars blindly, madly. Many of the vehicles still contained partially eaten corpses. One yellow taxi cab had a body hanging halfway out of the door, the head and shoulders gnawed down to the bone. One car had actually driven up on top of another, its front end pointing at the blue sky. Blood streaked all along the sides of many of the vehicles, smears and desperate handprints covering doors and windows. There were also partially devoured bodies scattered in the street, stuffed in the small areas between cars and buses. They had probably been placed there by the Lycanthropes for consumption later, stored like canned meat in a cupboard.

Flames licked at some of the cars, and even more oil was spilled around them. Glass covered everything, blown out from the windows of the tall buildings above their heads. More fires were erupting from the gas lines in the skyscrapers.

It was a scene out of hell, a Roland Emmerich movie come to bloody and vivid life.

Nicole wound her way between two cars and only traversed a few feet before running into a smoking, burnt body. The black skin hugged the skeletal remains, randomly covered with tufts of smoldering material that were the dead person’s clothes once upon a time. The skull grinned up at her, bits of hair poking out in small patches.

Looking in the opposite direction, Nicole found her pathway obstructed by an overturned minivan. The side door was open, and blood had spattered all around the breach. Several long slashes had been clawed into the paint on the hood and side of the vehicle, testaments to the inhuman strength of the monsters.

Burns climbed on top of the hood of a station wagon, rifle ready at his side, cigar clenched between his white teeth. He scanned the horizon and motioned for Nicole to join him on his perch.

“We’re not going anywhere on the street,” he said, his speech slurred a bit by the cigar tucked into the corner of his mouth. “Gonna have to make our way on top of the cars.”

Nicole hopped up on the hood of the vehicle next to Taylor Burns’, and she got her first clear view of their location. The lion statues in front of the next building indicated that it was the New York Public Library. To the southwest of them, she saw the half-crumpled Empire State Building, the thin spire at its tip upside down and impaling the street, stabbing into the underground tunnel beneath. Bryant Park was just on the other side of the public library, and it was torn asunder by heavy construction, roped off with yellow tape that fluttered in the wind. A massive unoccupied bulldozer sat at the far end of the park near several overturned Ping-Pong tables. The library itself seemed relatively unharmed. There was no smoke belching out of it, nor were there any flames reaching out of its windows.

The streets around them, however, were a diorama of pandemonium. The cars and trucks, buses and vans, corpses and ruins of once-great skyscrapers blocked their way in every direction. Burns was right, Nicole decided. If we’re traveling at all, we’re doing it on the backs of the wrecked cars.

Hopping onto Burns’ station wagon aerie, she said, “The subway entrance is just a few blocks west. Hemmer got us pretty damn close.”

“Knew he would,” Burns puffed. “Uh oh, we got company at seven o’clock.”

Spinning, Nicole shouldered her rifle, peering through the scope. A pack of five Lycanthropes were rushing at them from 39th Street. Having had the same idea as the soldiers, they were leaping from car to car, their talons gripping the roofs with assured confidence. They were somewhat larger than the beasts she was used to seeing, at least seven to eight feet tall, but appearing even larger when stretched out and charging at her.

Nicole sighted, fired, and blew the skull off the top of the leader’s head in a bloom of blood, bone, and brains. It flopped down between the cars, crashing into an open sedan door, dead before it hit the ground. She heard Burns fire, too, and a second beast fell, the left side of its face blown away in a horrendous splash of gore. Nicole turned her rifle, sighted on the third creature as it halted to a stop, wondering what had happened to its brothers. She pulled the trigger, a sudden calm enveloping her as she surrendered her actions back into automatic soldier mode. She hit the creature in the mouth, the bullet emerging from the back of its furry head, leaving a bloody trail.

Burns fired next to her, missed his target, and cursed loudly as the monster leapt onto the bed of a pick-up truck two cars away from them. The Lycanthrope jumped onto the next vehicle, bridging the gap and starting for the station wagon. Nicole swung her M-4 around, but Burns had already fired again, and the monster dropped awkwardly in between the station wagon and the next car, smacking its head against a window and breaking it.

There was a brief moment of calm. Nicole could hear her quickened breathing, deep but controlled. Beside her, Burns pulled the cigar out of his mouth and blew a smoke ring.

“There’s gonna be more,” he said.

Looking north, Nicole responded, “There already are.”

A pack of approximately twenty-five Lycanthropes was hurtling toward them from about a block away, leaping from car roof to car roof, crumpling the metal as they landed. Sometimes they fell off, into the gaps between the cars, but they were still making remarkable speed.

“Crap, look east,” Nicole shouted, pointing.

A swarm of the mutated rats were moving like a writhing, squirming carpet of brown and black fur. Each one was at least two feet long, and they jabbered as they headed directly for Nicole and Burns, yellow eyes targeting their prey.

“We gotta get off the streets,” General Burns said, opening fire on the pack of werewolf-like creatures. He emptied the clip, dropping all but six of the beasts. Letting the used magazine fall to the ground, he expertly reloaded.

“To the library,” Nicole said, already jumping from car to car. “It’s not on fire and the doors are shut. Probably not many of those things inside.”

She stopped for a moment to let him catch up with her as she sighted and blew away two more of the approaching monsters. From the other side of the street, a new group of creatures started slinking in between the cars, moving like huge cats on the prowl for live flesh. With a start, Nicole realized that this was exactly what these things were. They were cats, changed by the bite of something else. They were three feet long, with misshapen snouts full of ragged teeth. Their paws were silent as they moved, like sharks circling the cars.

“Good idea,” Burns said, hopping onto a taxi cab nearby, heading for the side of the library.

The building, four stories tall, was made up of cold white marble. Huge red and black banners hung from the roof, down past the arched windows, almost to the sidewalk. They proclaimed “Photography of the Russian Revolution” and showed a yellow hammer and sickle behind the title of the exhibition. Nicole figured there wouldn’t be many visitors on this day.

She sent another Lycanthrope to Hell, splattering its brains all over the windshield of a Ford Taurus. Aiming carefully, she took down another. Now, there were only three coming from that direction.

One of the huge felines sprang onto the hood of the car, lashing out at her with razor-sharp talons. She nearly laughed when she saw its fluffy white fur, obviously a Persian in its former life. But then the cat opened its mouth, exposing three rows of needle-sharp fangs. It bounded toward her, launching itself through the air directly at her face.

“Batter up,” she shouted, swinging the M-4 and catching the hideous beast with the stock. After a satisfying snapping sound, it went flying into what would have been left field, landing between two white vans parked on the street. It was immediately swarmed by the other cat creatures – a fancy feast, indeed.

Nicole hopped onto the next car, then the next, glancing over her shoulder at the three gigantic Lycanthropes still stalking her. They had grown wary of her after so many of their pack had been killed, and they moved in a serpentine fashion; she missed on her next two shots. It made them duck, though, and she grinned as she got caught up in the battle.

She had been trained for this, had done drills until everything was second nature, and Nicole knew she was one of the best the Army had. She moved by thinking swiftly, instantly weighing options and deciding on a path before she could even vocalize it. This was what she was good at. This was her element. She was in the zone.

“Cover me, Burns,” she yelled, and the General spun around, aiming behind her. He was five cars ahead of her, only about fifteen feet to the sidewalk, then the library.

“Got you,” he shouted back.

He opened fire on the other three Lycanthropes, laughing manically as he cut one in half with a rain of carbine bullets, and shot another in the head.

“Fuckin’ try and zigzag on me,” he shouted as Nicole caught up to him. She immediately spun in a circle, seeing every direction, every threat, every pathway to the safety of the public library.

To her right, the hundreds of rats were coming at them. To the left were the dozens of feline Lycans. And behind them, the last eight-foot-tall creature was ducking its head as Burns took another shot at it. He winged the monster’s ear, and it howled.

It was answered by another howl in front of Nicole. She spun and spotted five more of the huge Lycanthropes coming up the sidewalk on all fours. They were sprinting so fast, she had trouble getting them in her scopes.

“General,” she said.

“Just a second,” he grumbled, and the cigar dropped from his mouth to a spot between the cars. It fell into the lap of a woman, whose stomach had been clawed open, her intestines hanging out in long, obscene ropes. “Damn it! I hadn’t finished that smoke yet.”

He placed an angry red eyeball up to his scope and aimed at the last creature hopping over the cars. He nailed it between the eyes, and it stopped in mid-stride, wavered a bit, then fell onto its back, its tongue lolling out of its gray muzzle.

Nicole shot the first creature in the group of five heading at her along the sidewalk. It stumbled, collapsing in front of the others. The first two tripped over it, rolling into a ball of fur, gnashing teeth, and clawed arms. The final two jumped handily over the cluster of beasts. The first didn’t even stop—it came right at Nicole.

She was waiting. She was ready. It fell to the concrete with a red mark directly between its eyes.

The second was right behind it, and General Burns opened fire on the monster, sending eight bullets in a spray at the thing. It jerked several times as Burns leapt off the hood of a car onto the sidewalk. Nicole joined him a moment later.

“Front doors,” he shouted, and they began running up the New York Public Library’s steps, right between the two giant urns. A Lycanthrope was hidden in the shadow of the urn on the right, and it lunged at them, only to be greeted with two bullets in its head. It collapsed, tumbling downstairs until it smacked against the street light near Fifth Avenue.

Nicole dashed up the steps, taking two at a time. The big carved wooden doors between the rising columns were closed, and she said a quick prayer that they wouldn’t be locked when she tried them. Grabbing the handles, she yanked backwards.

And a huge Lycanthrope sprang out of the opening, knocking her on her back. Her arm reflexively went to the rifle, clasping hold of it so she wouldn’t lose it. The creature pounced upon her, jumping on her waist, one furred leg on each side of her.

“Burns!”

“Yeah, yeah, coming!”

The creature squeezed its legs together, and she felt the muscles constrict around her waist like iron bands. It lowered its head to stare into her eyes, and it opened its mouth. Ropes of thick saliva dripped onto Nicole’s face. She struggled to get her arms free, but the creature was too strong. Its breath smelled fetid, rotten, like death gone sour. When it spread its jaws, Nicole cringed. There were too many teeth for one mouth, all crowded and crooked. Nicole reached into her vest, felt around until she found her knife.

Then, there was a crack of a bullet, and the monster’s head was gone, replaced by a gushing fountain of blood. It ran down Nicole’s fingers, splashed her face, but she managed to toss the heavy dead creature aside. Standing up, she wiped her bloody hands on her pants and glared for a moment at Taylor Burns.

“What?” he asked, pushing past her, into the building. “I took care of it.”

“Waited long enough,” she muttered, following him into the place.

The door slammed shut behind them, and Nicole lugged a huge desk in front of it. Burns broke a leg off of a nearby chair and shoved it through the opening bar of the door.

“That’ll hold them off for a little while,” he said. “Now let’s get through this place and to the park on the other side. Then we’ll be just about a block from the subway entrance.”

Nicole turned to the huge entrance hall. The walls were carved from white marble, a vision of arches and columns with words etched near the top of the various halls ahead of them. Gothic iron candelabras lined the walls, rising as tall as her head. Stairs on both the right and left hand sides led to the second floor. Everything was slightly dark, as there was no electricity and only a few small windows.

“Bryant Park is that way,” Burns said, motioning ahead with his M-4. “Let’s move.”

Nicole nodded at him and shouldered her rifle, looking through the scope at the room. She didn’t see any red blobs on her heat scope, so she exhaled and started after the general.

She regretted not bringing even more ammunition.
  


Chapter 30
 

 


2:28 p.m.

 


John Creed was nearly certain Michael Keene was lost. The man had turned so many corners, stepped through so many holes, and he seemed to be descending deeper and deeper into the tunnels. Admittedly, John was no expert on the underground system of New York, but they seemed to be going in ever widening concentric circles. At least, that’s what the compass in his head told him.

He finally bit the bullet and said, “You sure this is the right way? I swear I saw that graffiti over there before.” He referred to the spray-painted “Harry Lime Lives” on the brick arch over the passageway.

“I think so,” Michael said, not decelerating from his swift pace.

“You think so? Dude, you’re not getting us lost, are you?”

“Probably not.”

“Probably?”

“Look,” Michael said, spinning around and facing the newspaper writer. “If you think you can do any better, you’re welcome to take charge.”

Deep in the tunnel behind them, something growled, the noise amplified by the echo. It seemed pretty far back, but John had decided that sound played tricks down here, and it would behoove them to put more distance between themselves and anything that growled like that. It struck him as a safe bet that whatever made that noise was big, ugly, and wanted to eat his face.

Michael sighed, leaned against one of the walls, instantly dampening his shirt. He said, “To be honest, I’m not sure about where we’re going. It feels right, but... well, my mind’s not where it should be right now. Those things could be anywhere.”

“Well, it appears as if there’s a rather big one behind us.”

“If we keep going in this direction, it’ll lead us to the surface. I’m ninety percent sure of it.”

“Well,” John said. “I guess that’s better than if I were leading us.”

“We keep going then?”

“Why not?” John answered. “What’s ahead of us can’t be worse than what’s behind, right?”

As they started moving again, John crossed his fingers. Whatever lay ahead of them was a complete mystery.

But what lay behind them gave a huge roar that shook the dust from the cracks in the mortar of the walls. Shivering, John hurried to catch up with Michael.
  


Chapter 31
 

 


2:35 p.m.

 


Nicole stepped over a pile of crushed glass from the busted windows of the souvenir shop and glanced into the exhibition hall ahead of her in the library. Books, pamphlets, and body parts were strewn across the hallway. She noticed a pair of spectacles, crushed and sad looking on the floor near the shop. A single tear of blood had fallen across the right lens.

As she moved, her shoes made little mouse sounds on the gleaming marble. She noticed Burns’ shoes were utterly silent.

The sunlight drifted into the hall from high, arched windows, but there were still shadowy areas in the corners where one of the creatures could be lurking. The chandeliers hung ineffectually from the ceiling, their power dimmed by the lack of electricity. She kept her M-4 to her shoulder, one eye through the heat-sensitive scope, one on the quiet room around her.

Nicole wasn’t much of a reader other than some W.E.B. Griffin novels, but she was still awed by the majesty of the hallways. This place was certainly the work of someone who loved and treasured books. Somewhere on another level, a volume dropped to the marble floor, and the slap of its cover resonated through the uninhabited place.

Burns motioned for her to recon to the right, past the souvenir shop, but to keep her eyes open. She nodded, moving to the wall. He went left, swung the rifle around the corner before looking down the hallway. Nicole hurled herself to the column across the hall, looked both ways, and kicked open the door to the coat check room. Using the barrel of her rifle, she verified that there was nothing in the closet except a few coats, and then she gave Burns a severe nod. He shuffled back to her, keeping his eyes on the end of the hallway.

“We need to get to the other entrance,” he whispered. “The one facing the park. That’ll get us in the right direction for the Times Square station.”

“That would be down this hall,” Nicole said, motioning into the shadowy area to her right. “I think it’s down a level, though.”

“Stairs?”

Nicole raised her eyes to a plaque with the universal sign for a stairway with a stick figure walking on it.

“My guess is this way,” she said.

They headed in the indicated direction, past the impressive marble columns. Nicole noticed writing carved into the white marble, but she didn’t take the time to read it.

They progressed slowly, Nicole watching the front and Burns guarding the rear. Passing the coat room, Nicole heard another book slam to the floor upstairs. The noise rang through the quiet marble hallways. For the first time, she noticed how silent it was inside the building, as if some cosmic old lady librarian had shushed everyone. Only a long smear of blood at the corner near the stairs slapped her back into reality. There was a reason it was so quiet in the huge stone building. The blood spatters leading down the white steps testified to the violence of the outbreak. Someone had been dragged into the lower level.

Starting down the stairs, Nicole heard another loud thump from below them this time. She stopped, held up a hand. Burns stood next to her. She could feel his breath on her neck.

Something below them started clicking, joined by even more clicking noises down the hallway to Fifth Avenue. It sounded like the crabs in that old science fiction monster movie. She cocked her head.

“What the hell is that?” she asked.

At the sound of her voice, the clicking stopped for about ten seconds, then resumed, louder, with a purpose. The noise increased in intensity as something approached, but it seemed to be coming from both above and below them.

“I don’t wanna find out,” Burns said, and he motioned for them to descend the stairs to get to the 42nd Street level.

They were at the landing when Nicole saw what was making the strange clicking sounds. She stopped, and Burns bumped into her back. Her breath seized in her throat, and she could actually feel her skin crawling across her bones.

“Oh rats,” she said as the clicking grew closer.

“What?” Burns asked, turning.

“It’s a million rats,” she said.

When Taylor Burns saw the legion of two-foot rats swarming up the stairs at them, he let out a gasp. The noise had been the tapping of their black claws ticking against the marble floors.

The rats moved with a singular purpose, accelerating like a furry brown wave toward the two people on the stairs. Their eyes were yellow in the dim light, and their teeth looked nothing like the biting, cutting incisors of a typical rodent. They had sprouted mouths full of curved fangs, which they clacked together as they closed in on their quarry.

“Up, up, up!” Nicole screamed, and they rushed upstairs.

When they arrived at the ground floor where they had started, they saw a river of mutant rats streaming from both directions, heading for the stairway, all of them led by a single purpose – to kill and devour the humans who had intruded upon their lair. The ticking of their claws was suddenly very loud.

“Keep going,” Burns prodded Nicole, turning and shooting off several rounds at the mass of creatures. He nailed a few of them, and he took a giggling childish delight as they spun in the air, squeaking loudly and falling into the middle of the horde. Several other rat creatures immediately started gnawing on the corpses of their brethren.

Nicole rushed up the next flight of stairs, taking the steps two at a time. She reached the top and saw a hallway with several of the vermin looking surprised at her appearance. There were probably only a few dozen, but she shouted for Burns to follow her up to the next level.

I hope it’s not even worse up there, she thought. And there’d better be a way down after getting up so high.

They turned two more times on empty landings, then arrived at the fourth floor hallway. Nicole scanned the corridor and breathed a sigh of relief.

“No rats,” she shouted back at Burns, who was right beside her. “But there’s a door. Don’t know where it leads.”

“Just get the hell in there,” he said, reaching into the pocket of his vest. “Now!”

The rats were leaping up the stairs, hopping obscenely, their naked pink tails dragging behind them. The blood of their buddies excited them, turned them into something closer to a school of piranha. They thrashed, swarmed over each other in their blind frenzy.

Nicole swung the door open, and she rushed inside, looking both ways through her rifle scope as she did so. The room was lined with books, contained dozens of wooden tables and chairs, lit by green hooded table lamps. Computers rested on several of the desks. At the far end of the room was a doorway to another room. Other than a long streak of crimson by the information desk, she didn’t see any signs of life inside this place.

“Come on,” she said, pulling Burns into the room behind her.

She attempted to close the heavy doors, but they were locked into position somehow, so they rushed to the other end of the room, with the rats following only a few yards behind them. Burns overturned computers, smashing them to the floor to create obstructions as they moved.

They ran under an arch and into a very large room to their left. It was like a huge pit, filled with long tables with the same green shaded lamps on them. A large information area was situated on the left-hand side. All around the pit was a raised area with no way to access it. A wrought-iron gate separated it from the floor below. Books completely lined every wall, many of them of a green color. Above the bookshelves, there were tall windows where Nicole could spot the blue of the sky and a flutter of red material blowing in the breeze. Overhead were several impressive chandeliers.

“Not here!” she shouted behind her over the scrambling rat noises. “Nowhere to go.”

“Doesn’t matter for now! Get inside and shut the damn door behind me,” Burns said, removing one of his grenades from the pocket of his vest. He bit down on the pin, yanking it out at the same time that his rifle ran out of ammunition. He made a mad dash toward the reading room, and Nicole slammed the door behind him. He immediately spun around to face the heavy wooden door.

“Brace yourself,” he said, and Nicole spread her legs a bit, holding on to a wooden bookcase filled with multicolored volumes.

There was a muffled whumf! The walls shook a bit, and some of the books fell off the shelves in the huge room. The heavy wooden door cracked down the middle, one long crease, but it held against the blast. From the opposite side, Nicole heard despairing, high-pitched squeaking noises, and the wet slap of internal organs smacking against the wood. A smattering of blood splashed underneath the door.

“Come on,” Burns said, shouldering his newly loaded rifle. “That won’t hold them for long.”

Nicole needed to see, so she flung the door open. Many of the mutants had been blasted into smithereens. Blood and pink organs covered every surface of the hallway. There was a huge hole where the explosion had pockmarked the marble of the stairs, and it saddened Nicole to see such a beautiful building defaced. The hordes of rats had retreated back to the computer room, and they were stumbling about in confusion and terror. Satisfied, she shut the door, feeling it crack even more under the pressure.

Taking advantage of the creatures’ bewildered state, Burns led the way across the room, past the information desk where an office chair lay on its side. He pointed up toward the windows. Beyond the glass, red and yellow banners flapped in the wind, the exterior hanging advertisements of the Soviet photography exhibition.

Nicole looked around. “How do we get up there? I don’t see an entrance to the second level.”

Burns shook his head and handed her his rifle and rucksack. He grabbed the bottom of the iron railing that ran around the pit area and hauled himself up to a point where he could hike a leg over the gate. The muscles on his forearms stretched taut under his skin. Once he was on his feet, he motioned for Nicole to hand up his gun and supplies.

Behind her, she heard scraping as the rats grew bolder and scratched curiously at the cracked door. While she handed the bag up to the general, she heard the splintering of the wood as the rats gnawed their way through the crack. They streamed into the room through the new hole they had chewed, and they raced toward Nicole’s feet. She was astonished at how a creature with such stumpy legs could gain such speed.

Burns grabbed her bag and gun and flung them behind him. From his vantage point, he saw the little beasts rushing across the room. They were at the information desk when he reached down and grasped Nicole’s extended arms in his hands and dragged her up to his level. She scraped the front of her stomach against the railing, then clambered over it until she stood next to Burns.

The rats filled the pit area, poking around, turning their disgusting, pinched faces up toward the two humans above them. As Burns and Nicole shouldered their bags and armed themselves again, the vermin continued to pour into the room through the gap in the door.

Burns peered outside for a moment, grinned, and pointed his rifle toward the sky beyond the window.

“That’s Bryant Park right out there,” he said.

“Where the fashion shows are?” Nicole asked.

He looked puzzled for a moment. “I didn’t take you for a Vogue reader.”

“I’m not, but Sandy loved Project Runway, and I have to watch it with her sometimes.”

“Fine,” he said, cutting her off. “How were you at rope climbing in gym?”

“First in my class.”

“Of course you were,” he said with a wide grin. “The subway station’s just past Bryant Park, right out there. So we’re going out these windows, climbing down those cloth banners, and dashing across the park.”

Nicole glanced out the window. It looked like a long way down, and the breeze was blowing the banners back and forth across the side of the library. The park appeared empty except for a Lycanthrope here and there. Might have been ten or eleven of them in the wide green space. The construction site, where all the grass would have been, seemed like an ugly scar across the park, and the bulldozer was a sleeping sentry. Something lay bleeding in the fountain.

It was a crazy idea. The cloth might tear; it might not hold their weight. The beasts in the park might see them climbing down and decide to wait for them at the bottom, leaving them stranded halfway between one set of monsters and another. The wind might toss them off their bearings. It was an exceedingly dangerous idea.

“Okay,” she said. “Let’s do it.”

Burns shot out the glass of the window, and then kicked most of the remaining jagged edges out of the way. Nicole used the butt of her rifle to help widen the opening. The cloth of the banner flapped partway into the hall through the busted glass, as though helping them get a better grip. Burns grabbed it, held tight, the muscles in his arm flexing impressively as the banner tried to flap the other way again.

“Go,” he said. “Quick.”

As she grabbed hold of the banner, she felt how thick and sturdy it was, and it eased her fears a bit. She placed her rifle over her shoulder and made sure her pockets were all sealed so she wouldn’t lose any other weapons on her way down.

The rats were working themselves into a frenzy in the pit. Some of them climbed upon the bookshelves, using them as ladders to get up to the second level. Many of them reached it, squeezing through the decorative bars of wrought iron and galloping toward Burns.

“Hurry!” he shouted out the busted window.

He let go of the cloth, and the wind almost jerked Nicole outside. As she burst through the broken window, Burns pulled the pin on another grenade and tossed it at the newly assembled rat carpet in the pit, where many creatures had discovered how to climb up to their prey. They scattered a bit, then Nicole was scurrying down the banner, using her feet to rappel down the side of the building. She had an absurd momentary thought of Adam West and Burt Ward in the old Batman TV show.

The grenade exploded at the same time Taylor Burns leapt out the window and clutched hold of the banner. The blast blew more glass shards at him, and the force of it flung his body farther out, even as he held on to the cloth with both hands. It jarred Nicole, and she nearly lost her grip as the banner started to spin around. The cords in her forearms stretched rigid, and sharp pains shot up her wrists. Small chunks of hard marble rained down on her head as she passed the second floor.

They waited for a moment, dangling from the banner until it stopped swinging in circles. When it ceased, the two soldiers started descending, hand over hand, their legs wrapped in the fabric. Nicole landed on the hard concrete outside the library and instantly hoisted her rifle to her shoulder. Whipping her head from side to side, she took in the terrain.

When Burns landed next to her, leaping the last few feet, she saw he was covered in rat blood. It dripped from his chin. His face and upper body were smeared with the stuff, and she realized the final grenade had decimated a large portion of the swarm, but it had been closer than she’d thought.

“Ummm, you’ve got a little something on your face,” she said, smiling a bit.

“Yeah? Who gives a rat’s ass?”

“I do believe that’s exactly what’s on your face. A rat’s ass.”

“Shut up and move,” he commanded. “We aren’t alone.”

Looking into the park, she saw that several Lycanthropes had gathered around a fountain, and they were devouring a horse that lay on its side in the still sprinkling water. It was still attached to an overturned cart, and its innards were strewn throughout the bubbling water. Its eyes were open, but something had already plucked them out as hors d’oeuvres. Its lips were pulled back into a final scream of terror.

“Jesus,” Nicole said.

The Lycanthropes had noticed them, had watched the vaudeville of their climb down the banners. Now, they were standing on their twisted feet, staring at them with yellow eyes.

They were all salivating.

Fresh meat had just fallen out of the sky.
  


Chapter 32
 

 


2:45 p.m.

 


Sandy watched through the subway car’s window as the mutated lions continued to sleep. They looked contented, even snored a bit. If it weren’t for the oversized claws and the abundance of teeth, they would have looked almost cuddly. Every once in a while, one of their tufted tails would swish through the air, as if they were dreaming.

“Makes you wonder, huh?” Howard asked, sitting next to her. He kept his voice lowered to a whisper and his pole-like weapon resting on the floor within reach.

“What?”

“If this was all meant to be somehow.”

“These are mutations,” Sandy said. “By definition, it means they aren’t normal.”

“Oh, I know that, but what if there’s some plan at work, if this is all – I don’t know – cosmic evolution.”

“You’re crazy. Those Lycans are more animal than human, more primitive instinct than intelligent.”

“You ever hear about that church that said this was all God’s work, that we should all learn how to embrace the beast? They always said that mankind had become too self-absorbed, too full of himself, and this was God’s way of getting man back to what he was in the Garden of Eden.”

“Yeah,” Sandy said, rolling her eyes. “And those same asylum rejects also protested at soldiers’ funerals with signs saying that God hates fags. I’ve seen this all firsthand. My girlfriend’s been to enough soldiers’ funerals to have come across them three times.”

“You don’t think you might just disagree with them because of, well, what you are?”

“It’s not a grudge,” she explained. “Although, Lord knows I should hold one. It’s more of a way of seeing them. If they’re that Looney-tunes on one issue, who’s to say they aren’t off base on all the others. The way I see it, if God wants to influence mankind, wants to make them better, then why make them beasts that disobey every commandment He set down? These monsters kill without conscience. They rape, mutilate. You can’t tell me they’re keeping the Sabbath holy and honoring their mothers and fathers.”

Howard chuckled and looked down at his shoes. “I guess you got a point there. You a believer, Sandy?”

“I didn’t used to be, but the older I get, the more I feel as if there’s got to be something out there. I haven’t really decided if it’s God or the Tao or a flying spaghetti monster, but it gets harder every year for me to think we’re all alone.”

“I was brought up strict Southern Baptist. If they didn’t preach Jesus into you, they sang him into you. I grew up in a small town in West Virginia. Not much to do but coal mine and go to Sunday church. I always had this thing, though. Didn’t want to work in the mine. I never could sing a lick, but I could bust a move out. There’s not much call for a good dancer in the coal mines, nor in the church.”

“So, you came to New York? Our own American Billy Elliot?”

He nodded. “But not till my father died. Mamma ran off years before, never knew where to. I had a little sister, beautiful girl, seven years younger than me. Oh boy, did she have the spirit in her! That girl could have become a preacher on television.”

He paused, becoming introspective, and Sandy finally asked, “Did something happen to her?”

“Yeah. She got leukemia, got it bad. In less than a year, she was gone. I couldn’t even afford a nice funeral for her, but it seemed like a sign to me. Without her, I didn’t have any roots in West Virginia. I refused to work in the mines, and church... well, it suddenly seemed like a lot of shouting and noise, and I was losing my religion pretty fast. I knew if I wanted to dance, there was only one place to really be, so I moved to New York. This was about a year ago. You know, I worked as a waiter, went to auditions, and I finally got a part in a show. Turns out, it’s a big-ass hit. And somewhere along the way, on the hard streets of the city, I found God again. I don’t know when or how it happened, but I saw Him everywhere. Maybe it was my luck. I mean, how many brothers come out of little towns all over the country, untrained like me, and get a part in a musical within a year? Not many.”

“You still Baptist?”

“No, more like a city follower. I don’t know. I don’t always get to church – Sunday matinees and all – but I pray. Been praying ever since this damn train stopped.”

“Well, so have I,” Sandy answered. “I just don’t know who I’m praying to.”

“I think you’re right, Sandy,” Howard said, taking her hand. He looked at her with his large brown eyes. “God doesn’t want us to die at the hands of those things. And He can’t want us to be like them, infected and all. He must have some kind of plan for us. Else, why’d He save us so far? Why’d He save you, the one person with a military contact on the outside who could do something about us being down here, someone who might just save our skins? Hard to think He’s against people like you when He gave you contact with your girl out there. He didn’t have to let that call go through.”

She smiled. “If we get out of here, Howard, I am buying you the biggest damn steak dinner you’ve ever eaten. Thanks.”

“For what?”

“For helping me see some things a little clearer.”

“Have you gotten any word from her yet?” he asked. “Your girl?”

“No. But I know in my heart she’s on her way to us right now.”

He nodded sagely, then stood and moved over to Sylvia, who was resting horizontally on an orange plastic seat. He removed his jacket and draped it over the old woman. She looked up at him with appreciation and smiled warmly.

This is what it’s all about, Sandy thought. Caring, helping others. We can’t lose that bit of human compassion to some virus. We can’t lose it to anything. That would make us just as savage and bestial as those monsters.

Her gaze fell upon Craig Chew. He was concentrating attentively on Alice’s sleeping body, his eyes never moving from the girl. He was sweating, beads of liquid covering his forehead, and his eyes were halfway closed. His mouth was open, and he wiped it on the back of his hand.

Sensing he was being observed, he turned toward Sandy and bowed his head to her. She didn’t know how to read this signal. Was he acknowledging her presence or trying to tell her his intentions if the girl awoke?

We can’t lose that bit of human compassion to some virus, Sandy thought again. We can’t lose it to anything.

As she settled back in her seat, she saw the male lion’s ears twitch. It raised its head and blinked at the darkness around it. She waited for it to lay its head back down on its front legs, but instead it turned to the tunnel, sensing something. In a moment, it was on its feet. The female stood beside it.

They roared in outrage, creating a hellish harmony while something hidden by the shadows stirred in the darkness of the tunnel.
  


Chapter 33
 

 


2:54 p.m.

 


Nicole was sprinting past the fountain where the dead horse lay disemboweled. She jumped on top of the spilled carriage behind it, noting the top-hatted, tuxedoed driver fallen beside the cart, his head and hat a good four feet away from his body. From her lookout site, she scouted the area as Burns flanked the carriage, using it as a shield.

There were six of the creatures heading toward them from the south end of Bryant Park, four more sprinting across the construction site, leaping over the bodies strewn haphazardly around the taped-off mud pit, and four more coming from the area of the library. They were all human Lycans, and they were hurtling toward the couple at a heart-stopping speed. Nicole was shouting out the creatures’ positions to Burns, who turned on them with his assault rifle, spewing bullets from the barrel of the M-4.

The four from the library area were the first to fall, a whole clip emptied into their bodies. They dropped into a heap of fur and claws at the edge of a café and statue. One fell forward onto a table, its long legs hanging over the end.

“South, six more,” Nicole yelled, pointing at the monsters that had dropped to all fours and were gaining speed.

Taylor Burns changed the clip on the rifle and began firing again, aiming for the head, usually hitting his targets. Two fell immediately. One tripped over a fallen comrade and tumbled across the grass. Burns continued shooting the things, which didn’t seem to understand the concept of guns or bullets. They were primitives, savages, all tooth and claw and instinct and hunger. They saw meat, and they wanted to tear into that meat.

Nicole fired at the cluster running at a diagonal across the southern side of the park. She took her time, discharging single shots, sighting them up perfectly, and nailing four of the six before Burns had finished eliminating his own targets. He spun and started firing at the new group, taking one down while Nicole finished off her last.

“I like it up here,” she said. “Kind of nice to be able to see on every side.”

“You’ll run out of bullets eventually,” Burns said.

She took aim at a stray medium-sized creature that rushed from the tree line. It looked like it had once been a German Shepherd, but its angles and teeth were all wrong. She fired, and the beast yelped in pain as it crumpled to the ground.

“Come on,” Burns said. “Let’s get out of the open.”

“Okay,” she said, hopping off the carriage.

“I got an idea!” Burns shouted, and he rushed to the bulldozer at the edge of the construction site. The driver’s seat was surrounded by a wire mesh, and the key was still in the ignition. “Come on,” he cried, opening the door.

Nicole hopped inside, noting that another pack of Lycans had appeared from beyond the library. Burns climbed in after her and took a seat, shutting the door behind them. Nicole sucked in a deep breath, feeling safer with the metal grates between the monsters and herself.

“Can you drive this thing?” she asked.

“Hell, girl, I can drive anything.”

He cranked the ignition, and it caught. As he put the bulldozer in first gear, it shuddered, and two of the beasts jumped onto the hood of the machine. Diesel fumes filled the air as the creatures tore at the crisscrossed grating that separated them from their targets. The metal held, and the beasts tore into it with their teeth, snapping off several fangs before the bulldozer lurched forward. One fell off and was crushed beneath the tread of the construction vehicle while the other continued to yank and bite at the metal grate. Nicole aimed through the wires and shot it in the forehead. She removed her spent clip and punched in another one from her vest pocket.

“We’ll go this way,” Burns replied. “We should be able to get farther in this baby than on foot. At least until the stalled traffic gets too bad. That’s 42nd Street, so we follow that for a block and we end up at Times Square. Once we get down into the subway station, well, that’s when things are gonna get ugly.”

He drove north across the mud hole of a construction site, passing by a row of park benches. Some of them had dead bodies on or under them. One corpse was even propped up, her head at an unnatural angle, almost as if she had merely gone to sleep – if you didn’t notice the bone sticking out of her collar.

The bulldozer creaked and moaned as it traversed the park, gears grinding, and Burns steered it toward a coffee kiosk on 42nd Street. Along the way, several Lycans attacked the machine, but the general maneuvered it so most of the beasts were crushed beneath the wheels. Once, he raised and lowered the blade of the dozer, slicing one squirming monster in half. When they reached the edge of the muddy construction area, near the Ping-Pong tables, they stared down the steps to the street below them.

“We chancing this?” Burns asked.

Nicole gave a shrug. “If we can get to street level, we could drive this clunker all the way to the subway, knock all those cars out of the way as we go.”

“Good idea.”

He grinded the bulldozer into low gear and the machine staggered forward. When the front of its treads smacked into the stairs, its nose dipped, and the dozer rattled as it skidded down the steps. Hitting a bump, it lurched to the right, threatening to tip over onto the passenger side. Nicole shouted and grabbed hold of a safety strap. The machine righted itself, but it soon sank its treads into a second hole in the steps. The tractor groaned, tilted sideways, and crashed onto its driver’s side. Nicole fell into Burns’ lap, and his head hit the wire mesh. The bulldozer continued sliding down the steps on its side, sparks shooting into the air as it scraped against the stone. With a death-rattle chug, it suddenly stopped near the bottom of the steps. Burns immediately began fumbling for the passenger door above his head.

“You all right?” he asked.

“I think so. Nothing broken, at least.”

“Well, it was a good idea,” he said, climbing up to the top of the dozer’s blade. “Even if it didn’t get us all the way.”

“Hey, it still saved us ammo,” Nicole said, following him out of the machine.

He patted the side of the sputtering mechanical monster and grinned. “Let’s move before more of them spot us. As loud as that crash was, this place’ll probably be swarming with the hairy little bastards.”

At the edge of the park, the tall buildings of downtown rose upwards, obscuring the sunlight from the alleyways. Nicole and Taylor were suddenly hyper-aware of their surroundings. As they quick-stepped forward, they shot anything that rushed at them from the shadows. Nicole noticed several dozen rats taking refuge in the alleys, their beady yellow eyes glaring out at the pair of human interlopers. The rodents kept their distance, however, maintaining their positions in the dark.

Nicole had to scoot over the hood of a Sedan that had leapt the curb and crashed into the cornerstone of a building. On the other side, she looked around, noticing for the first time how many cars were on the sidewalk or crashed into shops or windows or hotels or streetlights. It seemed as though a real panic had occurred in the streets and all the drivers had suddenly lost control of their vehicles. Either that or they had been aiming at Lycanthropes, hoping to smash a few before there were too many to take care of.

Well, too late for that, Nicole thought. Things are multiplying like wildfire. Whole city will be turned before long, if it isn’t already.

Burns dropped his clip from the M-4, shoving in another while Nicole blasted away at a pack of twenty or so Lycanthropes loping towards them over the cars in the street. They bounded over the spaces in between the wrecks and abandoned vehicles. One of them got too close to a burning Volvo and its fur caught on fire. It wailed as it hopped around until one of Nicole’s bullets found its skull. Burns let loose with a burst of automatic fire that sent 30 rounds of 5.56 mm carbines into the crowd at a rate of over 10 rounds a second. He dropped another empty magazine and reloaded while the pack stumbled around their wounded and another group emerged from an alley. These were smaller, probably were originally stray dogs that had banded together to form a pack.

Nicole looked up at the rows of signs trailing up the tall buildings. Many had been electronic, and they were blank and impassive, devoid of their usual bright lights and advertisements. The flat-iron building stood tall against the sky, surrounded with wrecked vehicles, mostly yellow cabs. Theaters with dark marquees had opened doors, as if someone had just walked out of their auditoriums. Hot dog vender carts had been overturned, the contents spilled across the sidewalks. There were no people in sight, but a few once-human Lycanthropes still milled in between the cars, searching for something to kill or destroy.

“Times Square,” Nicole announced. “Or it once was.”

Taylor Burns started using three-bullet bursts on his rifle, exploding the heads of the trailing monsters. The two packs had seen each other, and several of the beasts were intent on fighting with members of the opposite gang. Burns dropped three more, and Nicole slammed a magazine into her rifle.

“I’ve only got two more mags,” she shouted, scanning the chaos for the entrance to the subway.

“That’s one more than I’ve got,” he said, taking out another creature.

“Over there,” Nicole said, pointing. “Subway stairs.”

“Run,” he said as his last magazine ran out of bullets.

She covered Burns while he tossed the M-4 aside and withdrew one of the grenades from his vest. Her bullets sprayed into the crowd of creatures, which had grown to nearly fifty Lycanthropes. They were appearing from alleys, from inside cars, from beneath the cars, and above the cars. Sometimes they fought one another, but most of them seemed to have a single goal in mind – killing the two humans before they got away.

Burns hurried to the stairs, and he practically flew to the landing. His feet didn’t seem to touch the concrete. Moving backwards while firing the last bullets from her final magazines, Nicole watched the sidewalk seem to grow, enveloping the world, covering up the dozens of creatures she had just killed or maimed. By the time she took the last step backwards, the city was gone. It even seemed quieter than it had on the surface. She could still see a piece of blue sky and just the fuzzy tail of a stream of clouds overhead before one of the jets screamed above them.

“Come on,” Burns urged her, pulling on a sleeve. “Hurry.”

He led her down the last of the steps just as the dozens of creatures arrived at the top of the stairs. Their howls and grunts were loud, suddenly overwhelming. Several of the monsters leapt into the subway opening, landing roughly so that they snapped their necks or broke the bones of their forelegs. It didn’t stop them, and they stumbled forward on broken limbs, intently searching for their prey. Their fanged, saliva-dripping muzzles came into focus just as Burns tossed his grenade, pulling the pin with his left hand.

Nicole ducked instinctively as she saw the pineapple-shaped explosive fly over her head. When it went off, it blew bits and pieces of numerous creatures all over the entrance. Slivers and chunks of cement shot into the air, slamming into many of the monsters in the front of the line, acting as effective projectiles. As Nicole rolled away from the destruction, she saw a single hairy foot somersault past her, the bone sticking out of the meaty end of the knee.

When the dust and spiraling body parts cleared, Nicole saw the entire stairwell was sealed shut from the surface. The subway entrance had collapsed, effectively blocking the way for the monsters to follow the soldiers from Times Square to the underworld of the tunnels. A few of the beasts, trapped under cinder blocks and cement pieces writhed for a bit, ineffectively trying to escape from their partial burial. One was speared by long steel bars that emerged from the end of a chunk of concrete, stuck to the wall like a butterfly in a lepidopterist’s collection.

“That’s what I’m talking about!” General Burns whooped.

“Which way is the train?” Nicole asked, joining Burns on the platform.

The area was eerily silent and very dark. Emergency lighting dispelled a bit of the gloom, but it couldn’t hold back the long shadows emerging from deeper within the tunnel. A partially devoured corpse lay across the tracks, as if thrown there by one of the creatures. Enormous dead rats littered the floor of the tunnel, killed by something, perhaps the third rail. Nicole wondered whether the rail was still electrified despite the power outage.

Burns nodded his head into the darkness to his right. He said, “Well, Brooklyn would be that a way.”

“Then that’s where Sandy is.” Nicole checked her ammunition supply, then gloomily raised her eyes to Burns. “All I’ve got left is the M-9,” she said.

“I know. I’m low, too.”

“Let’s hope we don’t run into another huge group of Lycans,” she muttered, almost growling the words. “Another pack as big as that last one, and we’re toast.”

“Speaking of toast, you’d better eat something.” He pulled out a Power Bar and bit into it. “Don’t know when we’ll get the chance again.”

Burns finished the bar in three bites and jumped off the platform onto the tracks. The sound echoed off the tunnel walls, amplified many times over. He turned to help Nicole to the ground, but she was already beside him. He shook his head. He should have known she wouldn’t need any assistance from an old geezer like him. She marched past him.

“I guess chivalry is officially dead, huh?” he said with a chuckle.

“Fuck that noise,” Nicole said, not turning around to look at him, squinting into the nearly dark passage. “I’m more of a man than you’ll ever be, Burns.”

“Yeah,” he said, finishing their old personal joke. “And more woman than I’ll ever get. Let’s go save the damsel that’s actually in distress. Maybe she’ll be grateful to me.”

Nicole gave a bark of a laugh, pulling out her mini-flashlight. Within a few steps, they were swallowed by the darkness.
  


Chapter 34
 

 


2:59 p.m.

 


John Creed watched Michael as the man stopped in front of a swath of gang graffiti that looked like balloon letters spelling out an obscene epithet. The homeless man looked at the word, ran a hand through his shaggy blond hair, and lowered his gaze to the ground. He observed the trickle of water streaming down the center of the sewer passage.

“We’re lost,” he said, finally, forming the words John had been certain he would hear. The only words he truly didn’t want the man to say. He had figured Michael didn’t know where they were going, but he didn’t dare ask him. Once the thought was admitted, it became something real, something true.

“Jesus, I didn’t want you to say that,” John said.

“I’m sorry, but I’m all turned around. After that last chase with the rats, I think I should’ve taken you up a level, not down to this one.”

John couldn’t criticize the guy. The rats had spilled out of a drainage pipe, and they had run away, taking several fast turns and climbing down a ladder as fast as they could, then taking several more corners until they came face-to-face with this dead-end brick wall and the strange vaginal reference. John wondered if the graffiti referred to a specific woman or to a mere section of her that was a bit more salacious. For all he knew, it could mean a physical crack in the wall, although he didn’t spy any.

“We could retrace our steps, find our bearings.”

“You’d trust yourself to find your way again?” Michael asked, leaning against a damp wall. Beads of moisture soaked into his shirt, but he didn’t notice.

“You weren’t keeping track, huh?”

“Hell no, not with those mutant things running right behind us. Is it me, or do they look even bigger than the first ones we saw?”

“Probably because they got so much closer this time. So, you don’t know where we are. What comes next?”

Michael shrugged his thin shoulders. “I guess we go forward. The sewers will lead us somewhere. They all come out of the ground someplace.”

“I’m not so sure I want to be aboveground right now,” John admitted. “From the sounds we’re hearing, those rumblings, there is some bad shit happening right above our heads. We’re deep enough that the noise should be dampened a lot, but those explosions and crashes and stuff – that’s just too scary. Whatever it is, it’s fucking loud.”

“End days,” John said, little more than a whisper.

“You’re not one of those are you?” John asked. “A believer like that?”

“Oh, I think God’s real, but I never supposed the end was near, like in those crazy cartoon signs. But, when we looked outside, and I see those creatures down here coming at us, hell, maybe there’s something to it all. God knows, I’ve been wrong about enough in my life that it’s cost me everything. This could be my redemption.”

“Get me out of here alive and you’re good with God?” John had to struggle not to laugh. “I didn’t think I’d rate that high on the Big Guy’s list.”

Michael looked at him, his eyes wide and red-rimmed. “Could be some sort of purpose.”

And in that moment, John realized what was going through Michael Keene’s mind. He was seeing this mission to get to safe ground as some sort of redemption for his past sins, atonement for the way he had treated his family, the way he’d chosen the drugs over his girlfriend and job, the way he had fallen from grace into a hell of a labyrinth of tunnels and filth-encrusted sewers. He figured that if he got John out of Manhattan alive, he could rise above the low place he had sunk to. He could start on a middle ground somewhere, make a new life for himself. He could shake off the sewer rat within and find the human being buried beneath all the grime and shit. He could aspire to something new…

…and it was all dependent upon John’s survival.

In a way, he was flattered. He also wondered if it was doing Michael any kind of good to have so much riding upon helping a single person. If he did die – and the way New York was falling to the beasts, it was a pretty good bet he would get killed before the day was done – John would be devastated. He would be lost again. No amount of hope could ever get him motivated enough to get back into the world again.

But what are we without hope? John wondered. If I didn’t think there was a chance at surviving this clusterfuck, would I even be trying? And if we make it, it’ll be the best story I’ve ever written in my life. Pulitzer prizes weren’t out of the question. If there were still prizes when they emerged into this crazed new world.

“Well, we can’t go any farther this way,” John said, waving at the brick wall with the graffiti. “Let’s backtrack a little and take the next turn we didn’t take.”

John moved next to him and put an arm around the homeless man’s shoulder. Michael smelled ripe, unwashed, but John presumed he smelled just as bad. The gesture felt false, like that of a bad actor in a crappy straight-to-DVD movie. He hoped it seemed genuine to Michael, but the poor guy was probably as cognizant of John’s pathetic attempt to cheer him up as John was.

“Can it be any worse than this?” John asked. “A dead end? If those things showed up now, we’d be cornered and eaten within seconds. I don’t like it. I don’t want to be eaten; it’s a thing I have. By the time we hear the pitter-patter of little rat feet, they’d be all over us. Let’s try somewhere else.”

Michael nodded. “All right.”

As they headed back up the tunnel, John prayed they weren’t marching straight into the path of the horde of rats. Then he realized what he was doing, and he was astonished.

He hadn’t actually prayed to God for anything in over twenty years.

He thought, Maybe there’s actually something to this whole redemption through salvation thing.

Or maybe I’m just more desperate than I’ve been in twenty years.




Michael rushed past him, and John was at his heels. The two of them moved until they came to a split in the passage.

“We came that way last time,” Michael said, pointing down a corridor. “Let’s try this one.”

He led John down the right-hand passageway. The reporter listened as they stepped through the ankle-deep water that trickled along the center of the path. All he could hear were their footsteps and the dripping of condensation from the brickwork. No rat noises, no claws scrabbling along the concrete.

As they traveled, however, the water grew deeper, and John found himself sloshing through six inches of brown muck. He tried not to think about what was making the water that color. Or the stink that permeated the air down here. He focused on Michael’s back and said another quick prayer while he tried to keep up with the man.

God, if you get me out of this, I’ll do anything to help Michael Keene get back on his feet again. I don’t care what it costs me, but if we make it out of here alive, I owe you big time. Just like I’ll owe him.

In the distance, he heard something roar, something huge, a primeval guttural sound like a creature from the Jurassic period. It made the water that had condensed on the ceiling shake loose, and for a moment it felt like it was raining in the sewer system. John reached out and leaned against a wall, feeling the rough texture of brick beneath his fingers. The roar ended, and Michael turned to look back at John, his eyes large and very white in the gloom.

“What the heck was that?” he asked, clearly shaken.

“Something big,” John answered. “And yet another reason for us to move faster.”

As they started walking again, John wondered what kind of odds they had on getting out alive. Whatever they were, they were stacked against them.

They turned a corner, and Michael lost his footing, falling face-first into a deep pool of water. He disappeared from sight, pulled under the brown liquid. John stopped in time, nearly plummeting into the murky pool after Michael. He knelt at the water’s edge, wondering how deep the puddle went. Obviously, it was over six feet, as the tall homeless man who had taken a dive was no longer visible.

John waited, called out Michael’s name a few times.

He didn’t emerge.

The water grew still.
  


Chapter 35
 

 


3:02 p.m.

 


Nicole and Taylor Burns headed toward Brooklyn, the subway tunnel very dark around them. The flashlights she had packed for them were fairly inadequate, casting a thin beam along the center of the place, looking like a cone of light in the dust swirls. She handed him a pair of night vision goggles equipped with Infrared illuminators, and they both wrapped them around their eyes. The resulting view was eerie, filled with a light-green glow, but at least it enabled them to see a bit more of the area. They moved side by side, their M-9 pistols fully loaded and held tightly in their hands. The brickwork was dry around them, but they could hear water dripping in the distance.

“How far did she say the train was?” Burns asked, keeping his eyes on a cubbyhole carved into the side of the subway tunnel. As they moved past, the shadows shifted a bit, filling with the uncanny jade light of the night vision.

“I don’t know if she did. We were cut off.”

“Think you can get her on her cell phone now?”

“Maybe,” Nicole said, stopping for a moment. Burns put his back to hers for a better view of the perimeter. Nicole fished her phone from her pocket and hit the speed dial.

“This place is freaking creepy,” Burns noted. “Worse, maybe, than when the trains are running and all the whackos are riding in them.”

Nicole listened to Sandy’s Blackberry ringing. It went to voice mail, and she hung up, tucking the cell into her vest.

“No luck,” she said. “Let’s keep going.”

“Before we do,” Burns said, and he leaned into the sharpshooter’s shoulder for a moment, “I just wanna say something. If, by chance, Sandy is not okay, if something’s happened to her…”

“Nothing’s happened to her.”

“Nicole, I’m talking here as your friend.”

“Then you would know I don’t want to hear this bullshit.”

“Okay, then I’ll talk as your commanding officer, which, despite everything we’ve been through, I still am.”

She sighed, quietly said, “Yes, sir.”

“You listening?”

“Do I have a choice?”

“Nope,” he said, and he turned to face her for a moment, even though he knew exposing their rear was not a smart move. He continued, “If Sandy’s dead or changed into one of those things, you know what we’ll need to do. This island’s gone straight to hell in a Longaberger, and we’ll need to find a way off pretty damn quick if we wanna survive. Now maybe your girl’s okay, in which case we all run as fast as we can. But if she isn’t, if she’s not on that train or if only part of her is…”

“Jesus Christ…”

“Then, I need you fully with me. I can’t drag you out alone. This is really a four-man job, and we only have two. You can do the math.”

“Don’t worry,” she said. “I’ll be professional.”

“Oh, I have no worries about that. I just don’t want you to, well, be hurt too bad. I don’t wanna see you upset. I know it sounds kind of crazy, but I’ll worry about you.”

She cocked her head at her commander and – she freely admitted – friend.

“After all we’ve been through,” she said. “You’re worried I’ll get all emotional at this juncture?”

“Losing a loved one’s bad enough, but losing one this way, hell, anyone would.”

“Not me,” she said, her mouth set in a grim, straight line. In the creepy green glow of the emergency subterranean lighting over the night vision glasses, she resembled an automaton, a robot programmed with purpose, not emotion.

And that scared Taylor Burns.

She set off again as they heard the roar of some unknown beast deep in the bowels of the tunnels. It reverberated along the walls, so they couldn’t get a very good sense of the direction of the sound, but it had definitely come from deeper within the subway system.

Burns knew they were probably heading right for it.

He gritted his teeth and tramped behind Nicole, who was already moving forward again. He could tell she was in soldier stealth mode, her emotions tied off like a balloon. He’d witnessed this transformation in her several times. Her footsteps were deliberate, moving with precision, her senses alert, her eyes sweeping back and forth in steady arcs ahead of them. Burns kept a watch on their rear. It wouldn’t do to have whatever made that roaring sound take them by surprise. As a matter of fact, he really didn’t want to meet up with the thing in the front, either. It had sounded enormous.

As they headed farther south in the tunnel, walking between the tracks, Burns hoped Nicole had received his message. She was so intent on finding and saving her girlfriend, she wasn’t even considering something going wrong. He dreaded what would happen if they found Sandy’s corpse. He didn’t know whether Nicole, in her one-shot one-kill state of mind, wouldn’t want to put that one shot right through her own skull.
  


Chapter 36
 

 


3:03 p.m.

 


In the subway car, Sandy watched the lions for another sign of alertness. After they’d awakened once, fifteen minutes ago, they had roared into the darkness a few times, scaring off whatever had disturbed their slumber. They had held their shaggy heads low, growling until the unseen threat had fled back into the tunnels. Satisfied, they had returned to their sleeping positions.

After a few more minutes, Sandy softly padded over to where Beth Chavez was holding her student, Alice, in her lap. She sat down next to the coach, and the girl stirred a bit in her sleep. Beth stroked the girl’s blond hair, murmuring something to her in Spanish. She gave Sandy a small sad smile when she joined them.

“How are you holding up?” Sandy asked in a soft whisper. They were still keeping their voices low in the hope that the mutated lions outside wouldn’t hear them.

Beth replied, “All right, I guess. I mean, I’m scared as all hell, but at least we’re safe for now.”

“You really act more like Beth’s mother than her coach. She’s lucky she’s got you.”

Across the aisle, Sylvia Levy let out a soft snore. The old lady had fallen asleep, despite her terror. Her mouth hung open, exposing three remaining teeth. Howard sat a few yards away, watching out one side window, keeping an eye on the sleepy lions. Craig looked out the other side, farther down the train car, muttering to himself under his breath. He cast angry glances back at Beth and Alice every few minutes, and Sandy was worried about his thought process. She prayed he wouldn’t go all crazy again.

Beth whispered, “I suppose I am. Poor girl comes from a really bad home. Dad ran off when she was a baby, and her mother drinks so much she doesn’t always come back at night. She somehow made it through her childhood with only a few scars and some good grades. I watch out for her, give her good meals, listen to her when she has problems. Boys, especially, you know? Volleyball was her way of escaping her ugly situation at home, and she’s damned good at it. She’s supposed to meet with college coaches later this week after visiting her grandma. That’s why I’m here.”

“That’s great,” Sandy said, grinning. Then her face fell when she saw the depressed look on Beth’s. “Oh, yeah. Might not be a lot of scholarships when all this plays out,” she said, motioning around the subway car.

“Hey, I’ll just be happy if we can escape this place at all,” Beth said. “We can worry about education if… well, we will have to see. You get anything on your Blackberry? Any news or anything?”

Sandy shook her head. “Can’t get any kind of signal since I lost it before.”

“You think the same stuff’s happening up top?”

“I don’t know,” Sandy admitted. “But if the subway’s any indication, then there’s a war going on in New York. Probably a lot worse than what we’re seeing down here, to tell the truth.”

“Those sounds?”

“Yeah, I think they were explosions. I don’t know what caused them, but I can only imagine what the city would be like with these creatures loose all over the place, killing people, changing people. And not just people, either,” she said, waving at the snoozing lions. “Those big suckers had to have escaped from the Central Park Zoo. And the rats we saw. What if the Lycanthrope Virus has mutated so all mammals are affected?”

“Well, that would explain the lions and rats.”

“But, I wish we knew. I hate being in the dark.”

Beth raised her arms at the fading emergency lighting. As the hours went by, they were dimming slightly.

Beth said, “Literally in the dark.”

Sandy nodded.

Alice started to stir, opening and closing her mouth with a slight smacking sound. She opened her eyes and blinked up at Beth a few times.

“Coach? I had the weirdest dream,” she said, her voice at a normal level.

Beth shushed her, clutching at her tightly.

Craig was next to them in a heartbeat, abandoning his lookout on the other side of the car. He grabbed his makeshift weapon, the long metal pole, and kept it by his side. Sandy watched him, waiting for him to change from overweight businessman to a life-threatening psychotic.

“Oh my God,” Alice whispered, covering her mouth with her hands. “It was all real?” Then, in a louder voice, “It was all real?”

“Yes,” Beth answered, nodding at the girl.

“Better keep her quiet,” Craig said, his voice low and full of violence.

“Oh my God,” Alice said, her voice growing shrill. Her eyes darted around the dark subway car, the whites exposing her growing panic.

Sandy thought, This is not good.

Putting herself between Craig and the coach and Alice, she leaned forward towards the girl. “Honey,” she explained. “There are two of those things out there. Big ones. We have to be very quiet or they’ll hear us.”

Howard glanced back at them from his post, observing the beasts in their sleep. He whispered, “Hey, guys.”

The group raised their gazes to him. Sylvia, leaning against one of the windows, rubbed her eyes and blinked at them, awakening from her nap. Alice started shaking, and Beth held her closer.

“I think they’re waking up,” the dancer said.

Almost as one, the group of survivors moved toward the windows next to Howard. Beth kept Alice down in a seat, positioning herself so the girl couldn’t see anything and suddenly freak out. She gave Sandy a signal that meant, “I’m fine. You go, and I’ll watch the kid.” Sandy nodded and joined the huddle of New Yorkers with their noses pressed against the windows.

The mutant lions were still stretched out, but their cone-shaped ears were twitching, rotating, like those big dishes that were supposed to pick up alien signals from space. The female raised her head, blinking the sleep from her eyes, and she sniffed the air so loudly they could hear it within the confines of the subway car. The male’s ears started moving now, and he opened a single golden orb that glowed from behind the straggly hair of his mane.

The people in the car ducked down so only their eyes and the tops of their heads could be seen through the windows.

The male creature yawned, exposing shark-like rows of jagged fangs, even longer and more terrifying than an ordinary lion’s would have been.

Something from the darkness of the tunnel leading east howled, a wolfish sound that would’ve been familiar on the prairie. It was followed by a sharp growl and several huff huff huffs, like the sound a bear makes when it’s intimidated. Then, the howling again, long and soulful.

“I’m almost afraid to ask, but what next?” Howard asked, looking to Sandy.

A trio of eight-foot-tall Lycanthropes barreled on all fours out of the tunnel, making straight for the two lions. They were human Lycans, with rounded chests and hair covering their entire bodies. One was brown, one was white, and one was covered with red fur.

The diversity of New York, Sandy thought.

The lions were on their feet, hunching their shoulders low to the ground and opening their wide mouths. They growled at the approaching creatures, then roared so loudly it shook the glass in the subway train.

Sandy turned back to Beth and Alice and told the coach, “Cover her eyes. Don’t let her watch this.”

“Going to be a royal rumble,” Craig whispered next to her.

As Sandy wheeled back to the creatures, the brown Lycanthrope in the lead launched itself at the male lion, latching its jaws onto the huge monster’s neck and shoulder. The lion shrugged the beast off as the red human Lycan leapt at the female lion. The feline raised up on its back paws, lashing out at the smaller red monster with its black claws extended. It swatted the red beast aside, twirled, and landed on all fours, facing its opponent. The red monster slammed into a brick wall, and some of the mortar fell loose, sprinkling brick dust across the battling creatures. As the red one tried to right itself, the female lion slammed it into the floor, its foot-and-a-half-wide paws pinning its adversary to the ground as she lunged at the struggling beast’s throat. With a single yank, the lion tore the red Lycanthrope’s head from its body and gulped it down, the skull cracking between its massive fangs. Blood sprayed from the neck of the beheaded creature.

Meanwhile, the male lion had swung around to face the brown creature just as the white one slammed into its side, jaws snapping at the exposed ribs. The male reared up on its hind legs, its ears touching the ceiling. The white beast clung to the male’s exposed belly, digging its jaws in deeper as blood spattered its white fur. The brown human Lycan vaulted, springing on its hind legs like a deranged kangaroo. Its lacerating claws were a blur of motion, and it slashed at the lion’s mane. The larger creature fell back to the ground, landing on all fours on top of the white beast, which started scrambling to get out from beneath the behemoth.

As it reached halfway, its chest emerging from beneath the weight of the lion, the female attacked. She had finished with her prey, and she fell upon the pinned creature, a flurry of claws and teeth. Arterial blood sprayed across the tracks. The female lion chewed swiftly through the body of the white beast, snapping its backbone in half in her massive jaws. The male, in the meantime, had immobilized the brown monster and was contentedly crunching its forelegs in his mouth. He eased himself up on all fours, politely allowing the female to drag her dinner from beneath him.

All in all, the battle had lasted only about ten seconds, but the brutality of it shocked the survivors observing from the train. Sandy stared, open mouthed as the two lions set about devouring the mangled corpses of the Lycan. The dead creatures changed back into human form, making the scene of their murder and consumption all the more grisly and shocking. It was one thing to watch an animal eat another animal – it was the way of the world. To see a human arm and hand disappear down the tooth-lined gullet of a primeval monster was a whole different situation altogether.

Craig turned around and vomited into the next seat, his back arched with the effort of expelling his last meal. He was quiet about it, but the smell soon wafted through the subway car, a disgusting acidy stench. When she looked down, Sandy saw that Craig’s last meal must have been a hot dog with all the trimmings, and she nearly threw up herself. Instead, she took a few steps back, walking toward Beth and Alice.

The teenager was still quiet, although she wept. Tears streamed down her cheeks, and she trembled all over every few seconds. Sandy recognized the symptoms and knew the girl was going into shock.

“We need to keep her warm,” Sandy said, removing her jacket and putting it over Alice’s quivering body.

“What’s happening out there?” Beth asked, nodding toward the cracking sound of bones and the squelching of meat being torn.

“You don’t want to look, believe me,” Sandy said. “They’re eating the smaller ones, practically whole.”

“They were people once, right?” Beth asked. “The new ones. They were just people who have the virus?”

Sandy nodded. “Yeah, and now they’re human again. They’re turning back even as the lions are eating them. It’s pretty revolting really. Don’t let Alice see it.”

“I won’t,” Beth said. “We don’t need her flipping out again.”

“Damn straight,” Craig said, coming up beside them, wiping at his mouth. A small fleck of vomit remained in the corner. “She starts bellowing again, we’ll have to find a way to keep her mouth shut.”

Howard joined them, said, “No need for threats, right? We’re all in this together.”

“Speak for yourself,” Craig said, running his hand up and down the metal pole he still clutched, so tightly his knuckles had turned white. “This broad gets crazy again, I’m knocking her out myself.”

“You’ll have to get through me,” Howard said, pushing out his formidably muscular chest.

“And me,” Sandy added.

“Me too,” said Beth.

“You’re all crazy,” Craig insisted. “If she screams, lets those things out there know where we are, then you’ll be getting in line to shut her up. Deep down, you know it’s true. Survival of the fittest, bitches. We’re programmed to want to stay alive, and if that means knocking out or killing someone else so that you’re still standing at the end, then you’ll do whatever it takes. I mean that, whatever it takes.”

Sandy cocked her head. “And what if that means taking out someone who threatens the group? Someone whose actions might cause turmoil and anxiety?”

Craig grinned at her, and she noted his resemblance to a wolf for the first time, something to do with the slant of the eyes, the wicked gleam hidden behind the chubby cheeked smile, something almost feral and foxlike.

He said, “Well then, maybe that person should be removed from the equation. But he knows he won’t be, because he’s too valuable to the rest of the group.”

He stepped forward and Alice started to whimper.

“Maybe we should just remove this little bitch from the equation, like right now.”

The teenager started to cry then, and the sound was louder than any of their whispers.

Sandy looked at Beth and pleaded with her eyes; no words were necessary.

“Shush, sweetie,” Beth said, stroking the girl’s hair. “Be quiet. You need to be quiet for a while longer.”

“I’m telling you,” Craig said, raising his pole. “I’m gonna shut her up for all our sakes.”

“Don’t touch her,” Sandy said.

The girl was making some sort of keening noise now, her voice getting shriller and louder and higher in pitch every second.

“That’s it,” Craig said, raising his metal pole over Alice’s head. “You’ll thank me later.”

Alice’s sobbing became louder as Craig threatened her. Sandy figured it was loud enough for something outside the car to actually hear and notice.

The pole started to descend, heading straight for Alice’s cranium.

Sandy thought, Oh my God, he’s going to kill her with this one blow.

There was a clang and Sandy saw Howard had raised his own metal weapon and used it to stop Craig’s from connecting with the girl’s skull. He pushed backwards, but Craig hit his pole with a loud metallic sound that rang through the car. They started sword fighting for a moment.

CLANG!

They were awkward with the poles, which were really too long to swing very well in the confined space, but they made a good effort.

Alice started to scream.

CLANG!

Beth tried to calm the girl to no effect.

Craig shouted, “See? She’s gonna alert them now. Now they know we’re in here!”

CLANG!

Craig raised his pole, and it scraped along the ceiling, trailing white sparks. They were heading down the aisle. Craig was larger, and he swung his weapon in long arcs. The air swished as he batted at Howard. The younger man found his dancing experience had finally come in handy, and he deftly avoided Craig’s jabs and clashes.

CLANG! CLANG!

They started moving back toward the group, bumping against the edges of the aisle seats. Their long bars rang out like bells as they connected with each other. Craig swung his in a wide arc, and Howard ducked out of the way, shoving his metal pole into Craig’s shins and swiping to the left. Craig tumbled, losing his balance. His weapon, still gripped tightly in his hands, shot out to the right, smashing through one of the smaller windows of the subway car. It left a hole an inch in diameter, surrounded by spider-webbing cracks of concentric circles.

The sound of the glass breaking brought everyone to a silent, sobering standstill. Howard and Craig stared at the breach, their breathing heavy. Beth put her hands over her mouth, her eyes wide with the realization of what this small aperture meant to them all. Sandy took a step backwards, away from the hole, nearly treading on Alice, who had finally stopped panicking. She remained in Beth’s arms, silent, her head buried in her coach’s chest.

Craig whispered, “I didn’t mean to.” He turned to the others and repeated himself, “I didn’t mean to.”

There was a muffled thumping sound, and Craig collapsed to the floor. Behind him, Sylvia stood, one of Sandy’s forgotten weapons in her gnarled, arthritic hand. She dropped the curved piece of metal, and it clattered to the floor next to Craig. Sandy saw the bloody spot behind Craig’s left ear where the old lady had clobbered him.

Sylvia croaked, “If anyone needed to be silenced, it was that mensch.”

“Sylvia…” Sandy started, but she couldn’t find the words.

The old lady shrugged, fell backwards into a seat. “He was far more dangerous than that little girl. I’m just surprised none of you whacked him before I did. And now look where we are.”

Her gaze rose to the puncture in the window. The cracking of the glass had blocked out a large portion of their view of the surrounding area. When they looked out at the tracks, at the place where the lions had been feasting on the conquered Lycanthropes, they saw only an abandoned space. The emergency lights were a little dimmer, but they could easily note that the mutants weren’t where they had been. They’d been so absorbed in the drama within the subway car that they had lost sight of where the monsters had gone.

“Where are they?” Sandy whispered.

Sylvia glanced down at the unconscious man at her feet and spat. “Asshole.”

She kicked him once for good measure.

“Quiet,” Sandy insisted, looking around the car.

The group shushed until all they could hear was their breathing and an occasional whimper from Alice. Outside the car, the tunnel remained utterly silent.

Craig moaned, moving his leg. He raised a hand to his head, and everyone turned toward him. The little moan seemed like a shout in the calm stillness.

Suddenly, the male lion shoved its face into the cobwebbed, cracked glass, pressing its huge nose through the opening. It opened its jaws, widening the hole, and it roared. The sound was terrifying in the confines of the train car, and Alice and Sandy both screamed.

The glass gave way to the assault of the creature, and it fit its whole head into the car.

Sandy saw the gleam of furious desire in a single exposed golden eye.
  


Chapter 37
 

 


3:03 p.m.

 


John Creed looked down at the still water where Michael had disappeared. The surface had grown calm, not a ripple in sight. He shouted Michael’s name several times. Growing desperate, he got down on his knees and peered into the darkness of the pool.

The room was only about fifteen feet by twenty feet, and there was a tunnel on each opposing side. One opened up on the opposite side of where John knelt. The water seemed very deep, and it was filthy. The reporter saw floating clothes from the eighties and an old tire on the surface. Thankfully, there were no Lycanthropic rats swimming through.

“Michael?” John whispered, and the sound bounced off the water and the walls, a cacophony of echoes.

The water seemed to move a bit, the wake of something beneath the surface swimming near the other side. John braced himself for the wet, dripping emergence of God-knew-what kind of creature.

It neared the surface, bubbles rising.

John stood, stepped backwards, carefully watching the other side of the pool.

With a splash, Michael threw himself up on the opposing tunnel’s entrance floor. He hurriedly drew his feet behind him until his entire sopping wet body was a foot away from the water. He was covered in waste and filth, and was gasping for air.

That’s when John noticed the dark shadow swimming under the water in the room. It was big, at least twelve feet long, shaped almost like a stretched out diamond. It remained submerged, however, and he turned his attention back to his guide on the other side.

“Michael, are you okay?”

The homeless man spat the taste of dirty water from his mouth a few times before turning to John and giving him a thumbs-up. The reporter grinned with relief.

“Where’d you go?” he asked.

“Lost my bearings underwater,” Michael answered. “Couldn’t find my way out until I figured out which way was up.”

“I thought I lost you, buddy.”

Michael sputtered, choking a bit, then said, “There’s something down there. Something huge.”

John agreed, “Yeah, I saw it, too. You know what it is?”

The shadow had come back up toward the surface again, as if searching for the quarry that had escaped it a few moments earlier. It never got close enough for John to discern what it was.

“No, but it isn’t very fast,” he said.

The two of them watched the shadow disappear as the enormous thing sank to the bottom of the pool. They raised their eyes to each other, and the fifteen-foot pool of water that separated them suddenly appeared much larger, an untraversable chasm.

“Now what do we do?” Michael asked.

“Is there any way around this thing?” John replied, eyeballing the deep, dark water. A single bubble rose to the surface and broke. “I mean, could we meet at a juncture someplace else?”

“Not that I know of. There might be something somewhere, but it can be like a honeycomb down here, and, well, I’d rather not lose you.”

“Same here,” John said. “We could be the only two humans left alive, and I don’t know anything about the layout of these goddamned tunnels. If I get separated from you, I’d probably end up wandering around down here until something decided I’d make a good lunch.”

Michael chuckled. “I doubt it would take very long. Well, that only leaves one option.”

“I don’t like where this is going.”

“You’ll have to swim over here.”

“How about you swim to this side and I wait patiently?”

“Don’t be such a pussy,” Michael said. “This tunnel leads farther away, toward Brooklyn, if I have the signs right. Your side leads back into Manhattan, where all the werewolves are.”

“You did see the big fucking monster swimming in that water, right? What the hell is it, a shark? Some other mutant?”

“Oh, I think it’s just an alligator.”

“Just an alligator?” John stammered. “That sucker’s got to be at least ten or eleven feet long.”

“More like thirteen or fourteen. Hey, you wanted your ‘alligators in the sewer’ story. There you go.”

“I didn’t want it quite so big. Or so close up and personal.”

Michael leaned against a wall, folding his arms in front of himself. Despite the grime that covered him from his swim through the nasty water, he looked calm and in control. John, meanwhile, was sweating like the only hooker at a Shriner’s convention, and his hands were actually starting to shake.

“I don’t see its shadow,” Michael said, peering over the edge of the pool. “It’s probably at the bottom, resting.”

“‘Probably’ isn’t going to cut it this time.”

“How about this – you’ll probably die down here without me. Come on, John. I made it and I was all discombobulated. If you dive and swim, you’ll cover the distance in no time.”

“How fast are alligators?” John asked. “I seem to remember something on PBS about them being really fast.”

“It’s a huge creature stuck in a small space without much room to maneuver. I don’t think you’ll have any problems if you’re quick about it.”

“I haven’t been swimming since I was a kid.”

“Just like a bicycle.”

“Bicycles sink in water.”

John thought it over for a moment, looking at the room. Barely beneath the water, all the way around the partially submerged room, there was a half-inch border of brick. Above that was a mosaic, which had lost so many tiles the subject was unfathomable. The brickwork looked a little slippery – algae covered parts of it – but it seemed sturdy.

“I could walk around on this little ledge,” he said, pointing out the protrusion. “Then I wouldn’t have to get in the water.”

Michael leaned over and tested a piece of the brick. It didn’t budge, but it was slick with a coating of what could be sewage. He shook off his fingers and turned back toward John.

“It’s slippery.”

“I really, really don’t want to go in that water.”

“Then what other choice do we have?”

John stepped from the tunnel, placing his left sneaker on the little ledge. His foot nearly slid out from under him, but he leaned back against the wall, feeling the mosaic tiles beneath his back. Widening his hands and spreading his legs apart so his feet stuck out pigeon-toed to the sides, he moved onto the shelf.

A quick glance told him he had to move about ten feet before reaching the first corner, then he had a fifteen-foot stretch along the far wall, then another ten feet after the second corner. In normal times, he could have covered the distance in a matter of seconds. Now, he was ever so slowly inching his way along the first wall. He moved his left leg out, then closed the gap with his right, always keeping the toes pointed outwards to maintain the greatest contact with the inch-wide shelf. He teetered a few times before arriving at the first corner, but he managed to keep his balance.

The corner was fairly tough. He had to raise his left foot while slouching into the bend with his shoulders. When he lowered his foot, it slid, and he would have toppled into the pool if his fingers hadn’t found a hold where a piece of brickwork had crumbled, creating a chink in the wall. He clung to the spot for a while, breathing heavily. Eventually, he moved his other foot, rounding the corner, and he started creeping along the shelf again.

Stretch out one leg, close the gap. Over and over again, six inches at a time.

“I hate to bother you, John,” Michael shouted. “But our friend looks like he’s rising up for a better look at you.”

“Oh no.”

John glanced down into the water, and a dark shadow was becoming clearer by the second as the animal rose from where it had been resting on the bottom. The reporter moved faster, covering another two feet before he could look down again. The shape was growing distinct as it ascended, becoming more and more alligator shaped.

By the time John had reached the second corner, the creature was floating on top of the water, a thirteen-foot log with teeth and a white scar across its snout. It was facing the opposite direction, and it paddled its tiny legs, turning to face the tasty treat precariously balanced above it.

John cried out, tried to get his second toehold around the bend, but he slipped on a patch of green algae, and his foot shot out from under him.

The alligator opened its jaws as it continued its awkward turn in the water. When it snapped its mouth closed, the sound was like a bear trap slamming shut, loud, terrifying, and deadly.

John held on to a crevice in the wall, his fingers digging deeper into the crumbling mortar for a decent grip as his right leg swung out over the water. Pieces of the brickwork yielded to his efforts, and he maintained his position, even though he was still a good nine feet from the tunnel entrance where Michael waited.

“Oh shit. Oh shit. Oh shit,” John said, repeating it like a mantra as the huge alligator faced him.

Its long body was perpendicular to the tunnel entrance, its tail smacking the surface of the water in agitation. Its thorny back was ridged, and its bulbous saurian eyes stared at John, who was hanging desperately onto the widening fissure in the wall.

Until a brick came loose in his hand, sending him backwards, his arms windmilling as he tried to regain his balance.

The alligator opened its jaws wide and waited for the human to drop conveniently into its teeth-lined mouth. It made a hissing sound, as if it were an enormous angry cat.

Michael reached for the reptile’s tail, which fanned back and forth lazily.

And John lost his balance completely, his leg headed directly for the alligator’s open maw.

The primordial beast swam forward a bit, the better to grab hold of John’s moving leg.

John pushed himself away from the wall, and he overshot the creature’s mouth, stepping on the top of its bumpy snout. His weight snapped the alligator’s mouth closed, and he pushed himself forward, keeping one hand on the wall for balance. He ran across the gator’s back as it thrashed to extricate this human passenger. John’s hand hit the wall, and he righted himself, taking another couple of steps across the reptile’s back. He felt as if he were walking a wide, lumpy tightrope. He reached the tail, which was now swishing in agitation. There was only about a foot to go until he joined Michael on the ledge of the tunnel, and he looked up to see the man holding out his hands and shouting at him.

“Grab my hand, John! Grab it!”

The alligator started sinking into the water, driven down by John’s weight. It paddled with its little feet, swiveling its neck to get at the escaping meal.

With a lurch, John leapt from the sinking back of the alligator, reaching out. Michael leaned forward and caught his outstretched hand. John landed, chest against the tunnel’s edge, his legs still in the murky water.

And the alligator was turned and swimming toward him.

“Haul me up!” John shouted.

Michael pulled, and John used his elbows to drag himself out of the water. Michael kept pulling, drawing the reporter several feet farther into the dark tunnel. Then he released him, and they both fell to the floor, breathing hard.

“You should’ve just swum across,” Michael said, raising himself to his feet and leaning forward, hands on his knees.

“Did you see that?” John asked, giggling, pumped full of adrenaline. “Did you see me run across that damned gator’s back? Like I was in a freaking circus.”

“Uh…”

“That was amazing. I can’t believe I did that.”

Deep in the room, from the darkness behind them, something roared. Something huge.

Behind them, from the pool, came the sound of sloshing water. Then the click of long toenails on a hard brick surface.

“Uh, John. You better stand up, man.”

“Why?” he asked, turning a bit.

The alligator heaved itself up from the water onto the floor, not ten feet from where John was resting. It strained to lift its bulk onto the concrete, and it scrabbled with its black-clawed feet to move its entire body onto the dusty pathway of the tunnel.

“Aw shit,” John said, jumping to his feet and stepping backward. “He isn’t gonna give up, is he?”

“Doesn’t look like it,” Michael said, backing into the tunnel.

“How fast did you say these things could go on land?” John asked, now shoulder to shoulder with Michael.

“I didn’t,” he answered, taking a few more steps. “You’re the one who watches PBS. I don’t even have a TV.”

As the gator finally pulled its entire thirteen-foot-long body onto the floor of the corridor, it glared at them with its slitted yellow eyes. It opened its mouth and hissed, exposing its ragged teeth.

Then it took a step toward the two men.

Fumbling against each other, they spun on their heels and took off running down the tunnel.

Ahead of them, they heard the sound of breaking glass, then more roaring as though some Japanese kaiju monster was royally pissed off.

Behind them, the alligator started loping forward, moving swiftly for such a bulky animal. It continued to hiss at them as it chased them down the corridor.

“This way,” Michael shouted, pointing, and the two men whipped around the corner.

The alligator seemed to actually be gaining on them, comfortable in its environment. As it turned the corner behind them, the animal hit the wall with its muscular tail, sending bricks and mortar flying across the hallway.

“Head for that ladder!” Michael shouted.

John saw the metal rungs pounded into the wall up ahead. The rungs led to a portal on the floor above them.

“Hell yeah,” John shouted, right behind the thinner, faster Michael.

The alligator snapped its jaws open and shut, trying to catch one of the fleeing men.

Michael grabbed one of the iron rungs, and it pulled out of the wall into his hands as though it had been planted in butter. He fell back into John, who pushed him forward again.

The thirteen-foot reptile was only eight feet away and heading toward them like a locomotive.

John wondered, How is something that damn big so damn fast?

Michael grabbed the next rung daintily. Crumbs of mortar dripped from where it had been banged into the concrete, concrete that was now old and fragile. Michael pulled himself up, showering John with mortar dust.

“Be careful,” he said. “These rungs could pop out at any time.”

The alligator was two feet behind them, snapping angrily at the escaping prey.

John reached and started pulling himself up as Michael disappeared into the level above him. The reptile reached the bottom of the rungs and latched onto the cuff of John’s pants. It began pulling backwards.

John grabbed tighter to the rung he was holding, only eight steps to the hole where he would have been safe. He called out for Michael, and the other man popped his head back down, reaching for the reporter.

The rung John was clutching started to slide out of the concrete and mortar. The alligator, sensing imminent success, tugged harder at John’s pant leg.

“Here,” Michael shouted, reaching down for the man.

John grabbed hold of Michael’s hand, and the homeless man started to pull.

The alligator, divining his dinner’s escape, pulled as well, and John’s pant leg started to rip.

“Pull harder!”

Michael strained, placing his legs on either side of the portal. He heard the fabric of Michael’s pants tear over the alligator’s frustrated huffing. With a final rip, John was free and the reptile fell backward with a swatch of torn fabric in its mouth. Michael went flying in the opposite direction, without the alligator on the other side of the reporter tug of war, and John was yanked painfully against the rungs. His head hit the pieces of iron, splitting the skin on his forehead, then he was two-thirds of the way through the manhole and his ribs smacked against the side of the exit. He cried out, but it didn’t stop him from crawling on his elbows until he was entirely out of the tunnel below.

Looking down through the hole, he screamed, “Fuck you!” at the huge animal, which was walking back and forth in a thwarted mania. It hissed up at the two men.

“Same to you,” Michael said.

And the huge thing in the tunnels that they had heard earlier roared again, a sound of triumph and bravado. It sounded closer this time, as if only a few turns in the tunnel away.

Then, the sound of gunfire erupted through the warren of passageways.

John glanced at Michael and said, “People.”

“People with guns,” Michael said. “Which means they can protect themselves.”

“Protect us, too,” John said.

They were on their feet and running toward the sound in less than two seconds.
  


Chapter 38
 

 


3:05 p.m.

 


The lion had its head shoved into the subway car, its mane full of broken glass. Its mouth was open, and it was bellowing, exposing the rows of teeth that seemed to overflow its overcrowded mouth. It leaned to the side, and it managed to squeeze its right front foot into the space around the window, swiping a dinner-plate-sized paw at the screaming people within the car. Its razor-sharp black claws were at least three inches long, and it snagged hold of Craig’s suit jacket.

“Help me!” the large man shouted at the others, who were scrambling over seats to get away from the invading monster. “Jesus, someone help me!”

The lion felt the tug on its claw, and it pulled back, hauling Craig across the floor toward its gaping maw.

Sandy rushed forward and seized his hand, pulled as hard as she could, but his suit was surprisingly well stitched, and she found herself being drawn toward the creature along with Craig. When it roared again, she smelled its fetid breath, blood and iron and rotten meat.

Suddenly, she felt someone’s hands around her waist, and she turned a bit to see Howard behind her, pulling as well. As she watched, Beth abandoned the now-hysterical Alice to help.

The lion shrugged down, trying to get in closer to its prey, but it was too large to fit any more of its mutated body into the window. It pulled harder on Craig, and the man’s foot came within inches of the lion’s mouth.

“Pull!” Sandy shouted at the two people behind her.

She felt their straining muscles, heard their grunts as they tried to drag Craig back into the safety of the subway car, away from the busted window. Sylvia stood at the other end of the car, her wrinkled face in a convulsion of terror. Alice had fallen to the floor in a fetal position. Her keening cries were loud, almost unbearable in their horror.

“Pull harder,” Sandy said, feeling the three of them drawn another few inches toward the lion.

The animal was growing furious, and it heaved again. Craig’s foot went into the beast’s mouth, and it bit down. The sound of his leg bones snapping in half was shockingly loud. With a rending sound, the muscles tore and the beast slumped out of the window, chewing on the lower half of Craig’s leg.

Sandy and the others pushed themselves back, away from the window, while Craig, in shock, propped himself into a sitting position directly underneath the hole in the glass. His stump stuck out in front of him, splashing blood across the seats and down the aisle. He looked at the others across from him, his glazed eyes beseeching them for help, but nobody moved. The car was filled instead with the sound of Alice’s wailing, which almost – almost – covered up the sound of the lion outside finishing off Craig’s leg.

Sandy was the first to move, pulling off the belt from around her waist. She explained with a single word, “Tourniquet,” and she approached the bleeding man, who was now holding out a hand toward her.

She had taken a single step forward, when the mutant lion shoved its way back through the hole in the window again. It leaned forward and clamped its jaws over Craig’s head. The man flailed, even as his torn carotid artery sprayed crimson trails across the train car. Seemingly without effort, the lion extracted Craig from the car like a stuffed toy, shaking the man until his neck snapped. Then it lay down to start eating.

“No,” Sandy whispered, the leather belt still in her hands. She found she couldn’t move, could only watch as the male creature hunched over Craig’s corpse and began to feast.

Beth hurried to Alice’s side, but the girl was now in a complete state of shock. Shivering, she made tiny mewling noises, and the coach wrapped her slender arms around her. Howard remained on the floor, sitting in a clean area, watching as Craig’s blood slowly crept toward him. Sylvia hadn’t moved from where she stood next to the window on the opposite side of the subway car, steadying herself with one of the remaining metal poles. Her mouth was still open, and Sandy suspected she was also in a state of shock.

The male lion’s eating grew louder, and she heard the horrific sound of meat tearing as the creature pulled the choice parts of Craig from the man’s insides. It raised its head, mane full of gore, and it licked its black lips.

Sandy wondered, Where’s the female?

With a crash of breaking glass, the female lion bashed her head into the window behind Sylvia, spraying shards across the old woman’s body and into the aisle. The entire subway car rocked with the assault. The lioness broke a hole in the center and started trying to squeeze into the small space of the car. It was too large, but smaller than the male, so it got its head and both of its front feet through the window, bashing itself against the sides, oblivious to the gashes it was cutting into its tough hide with the remaining sharp edges of the broken window.

Sylvia screamed, and she moved to run away, but fell in a puddle of glass shards, which cut deeply into her hands. She looked up at Sandy as the lioness shredded the back of her coat with her long talons. The beast roared her frustration, squirming to get herself farther into the space of the train.

Sandy hurried forward, but the monster’s next attempt at getting through the window rocked the entire subway car, and she lost her footing. Everyone started screaming, including the lioness, as the car slowly tipped onto its side. It bounced off the barrier separating the two sets of tracks and snapped part of the black columns in half. The top of the train slid down across the broken obstacles, scraping off years of soot. The people within the subway car tumbled over seats and over each other as the train continued to turn sideways. Sandy thought, So this is what a sock feels like in the dryer. Then she hit her head on a pole and saw brilliant flashes of fireworks.

The car teetered for a moment, before flopping onto its side, breaking several of the columns between the tracks. The lioness rode it like a roller coaster, her back half sticking out of the top window, front feet flailing about in the inside of the car. Its claws scratched through the plastic seats, leaving jagged furrows. Metal grinded against metal, screeching in protest, but the car tore loose from the other segments of the train, and continued to fall until it crashed onto its side with a loud thud.

Sylvia spilled forward, tumbling into Sandy, who was knocked back against the far wall, which was now the floor. She attempted to hold the old woman in place, but she was all bony legs and elbows and hips, and Sandy caught a fist to the side of her face. Beneath her fingers, she felt blood, the result of the cuts the creature had made when it first flailed through the window.

The female lion swiped out at Sandy and Sylvia, and its huge paws got so close, Sandy felt the breeze as they passed by her face. It could not have been more than six inches away from her eyes. The lion growled, wriggled to escape from the settling car, but its back was stuck in the window. Its claws went flying in every direction, and Sandy pulled Sylvia farther back, away from the three-inch talons.

She couldn’t tell where anyone else was or if they were even still conscious. She shouted out, “Howard? Where are you?”

She heard a groan from the back side of the car, barely audible over the roaring of the female monster.

“Howard?”

“Yeah.”

“You all right?”

“I think so.” There was a pause, and he said, “Looks like I didn’t break anything.”

“Get over here,” she called to him as the lion lashed out again. She saw its claws extend, the pads of its feet separate as it strained to reach the meat just beneath it.

“Are you crazy, woman?” Howard shouted back. “Do you see where you are?”

“I know, but I have Sylvia, and she’s unconscious. I need you to pull her someplace safe then try and locate your weapon.”

Slash! Slash! The female attempted to grab hold of Sandy again, stretching toward her, its muscles rippling under the overgrown fur.

Sandy heard scraping sounds to her left and she turned to see Howard crawling along the windows, over the seats, keeping his head low.

“She’s right here, beneath me,” Sandy said.

Howard made it to them just as the car gave a little lurch and settled a bit more. The momentum dropped the lioness about two inches farther through the window, so that it was holding her tightly by the hips. The black claws were now only about an inch from Sandy’s eye, and she clenched her eyelids shut so she wouldn’t see her end coming. The tip of one of the lion’s claws missed the end of her nose, raking through her hair as she turned her head.

She cried out, and the female lion seemed infuriated by the sound. It started squirming and wiggling to get out of the confines of the window. Sandy let loose with a loud scream.

Howard grasped Sylvia’s hands and pulled her from behind Sandy’s back. She was dead weight, unconscious, and he couldn’t get any traction because he couldn’t raise himself up. The lion was writhing frantically, claws and teeth and fur and instinct in a deadly bundle.

As Howard hauled the old woman from behind her back, Sandy felt herself lean into the suddenly unoccupied space. Now the beast was at least six inches away – not much, but a hell of a lot better than before. An improvement.

Sandy scooted sideways, staying just behind Howard. The creature shifted, turned a bit so it could get a better angle on its prey. When it opened its ragged tooth-filled maw, she could smell the disease on it, a fetid odor that wrapped itself around everything good and squeezed until it removed anything that was beautiful and replaced it with everything that was sharp and lethal. It smelled like death. Her death. The world’s death.

She was far enough away that she could stand. Howard was already on his feet, and they each grabbed one of Sylvia’s arms and dragged her to the back of the toppled car. They set her next to Beth, who was trying to calm down Alice. The girl was still screaming, the sound annoying and loud in the confined space. Beth had ceased her sympathetic coddling and was actually grabbing the girl by her arms and shaking her. Alice’s teeth clacked together, but she didn’t stop her incessant wailing.

After setting Sylvia gently down on her stomach, Sandy turned the old woman’s head, in case she vomited. The gashes on her back were wide and seeping. She would definitely require stitches if they survived. She moaned softly, and Sandy noticed that she had lost two of her three teeth somewhere during the fracas. Her mouth sunk in on itself, her bottom lip puffing up with each exhalation.

Howard stood and he grabbed hold of the long pole that he had formed into a weapon. When Sandy got to her feet, shooting the crying Alice a dirty look – why wouldn’t the damn kid shut up? – Howard took her hand and pressed Craig’s pole into it. He closed her fingers around it, tightened them.

The lioness was still squirming to free herself from the window’s trap. Her paws lashed out in every direction, her huge mouth opening and closing in protest. Her howls were growing louder, fighting for dominance against the teenage girl’s screams. The result was a cacophony that made Sandy want to run out of the subway car’s door and flee from the incessant noise.

Instead, she clutched the pole Howard had given her. Glancing over at him, she nodded. They both turned their gaze to the lioness, dangling from her hips, her front paws scraping against the sideways seats.

“It’s piñata time, baby,” Sandy said.

“Amen,” Howard answered, as they took positions on either side of the dangling creature.

Howard swung first, bashing the monster in the chops. Teeth flew across the car, clinking as they landed in the pools of broken glass. Blood flew from the thing’s mouth. The lioness, enraged, struck out at him. She missed, but her body swung a bit the other way, and Sandy, grasping her pole like Babe Ruth, hit the beast in the head as hard as she could. More teeth dropped to the floor, and the monster started howling, screeching with a primeval ferocity. Howard swung, struck the creature’s back. It swayed a bit, and Sandy smashed it in the head again. This time, she felt something, bone, crack under her blow. The monster’s left eye popped from its cracked skull, dangled by a nerve. It was slavering drool and gore from its pulverized and torn mouth.

The two of them continued beating the creature, first one, then the other. The beast, trapped and unable to escape, continued to growl until Howard landed a wallop that dislodged the top of the thing’s skull, and its head opened like an egg. Bits of bone and feline brain tissue splattered the walls.

Sandy hit it a few more times, just to be certain it wasn’t going to leap up after they thought it was dead, coming after them when they least expected it. She’d watched too many horror and action movies with Nicole to know what happens if you don’t make certain the bad guy is definitely, positively dead. They always got back up.

She noticed Howard gave the dead monster a few more smacks with his sharpened pole as well. It left long, glistening slashes in the lioness’s hide.

At the far side of the subway car, Beth managed to calm Alice down so that the girl was whimpering a bit, but at least she had stopped that ungodly screaming. Sandy had been on the verge of pulling a “Craig” and knocking the chick out herself. She wasn’t pleased that her thoughts had gone to this dark side, but she had to admit that the nonstop yelling was not only irritating, but dangerous as well. She was like a dinner bell going off, announcing to every mutated creature in the vicinity that the human buffet was served. Luckily, Beth seemed to have gotten Alice’s hysterics under control. At least for now.

Other than the soft sniveling of the teenager, the subway car was strangely quiet. Sandy could hear her own breath, Howard’s too, coming in short adrenaline-fueled bursts.

“Are we okay?” Beth asked, smoothing down Alice’s hair. “Is it over?”

Sandy looked around the subway car. The whole thing was turned the wrong way, lying on its side. The windows were mostly crushed beneath their feet, and some of the seats were ripped from their positions. The dead lioness drooped from where she had gotten stuck and had been killed, her bleeding, crushed head leaking blood across the floor. In death, the creature seemed smaller, even though she had to measure twelve feet or more in length.

“I don’t know,” Sandy said, looking around. She noticed the emergency lights seemed a little dimmer, as if their power was diminishing bit by bit as the day went on. Her eyes swept past the tracks, where she saw a long bloodstain and two of the Lycanthrope creatures lying dead. There was something wrong with it all, though, something she couldn’t place right away.

Then she thought of it.

“Where’s the one with the mane?”

And then the female’s body was jerked backwards out of the window. Sandy shrieked, moving away, holding the pole out in front of herself.

Behind her, she heard Sylvia moan, low in her throat.

Beth cried out and Alice gave another one of her piercing shrieks.

Howard spun around, said, “Oh shit.”

When Sandy finally looked, Sylvia was on all fours, crawling toward Beth and Alice. As she moved, her face punched out, becoming a long snout, and her ears grew long and pointed, pressed backwards against the top of her sloping skull.

She was infected by the cuts on her back, Sandy realized. And we left her in here with us.

The old woman stopped, arched her back like an angry cat, then pulled herself up on her feet. Her legs snapped into wrong positions, and her boots were torn off and left on the floor. White hair was sprouting all over her face and body, and she started ripping at her clothing, tossing the shreds from her naked, hirsute body.

Her golden, nearly glowing eyes were pinpointed upon Alice and Beth.

Sandy rushed toward the old Lycanthrope, swinging her pole.

And suddenly, the train car was rocked again, and everyone, human or otherwise, was tossed into the center aisle. Sandy lost her grip on her pole, and she slammed into Howard’s back. Both of them tumbled into the creature that had once been Sylvia. Sandy tried to avoid the sprouting fangs in the monster’s mouth, which it opened and closed as though teething and in pain. She pushed on the thing’s barrel chest and shoved it into the next aisle, leaving a seat between it and her and Howard.

The subway car rocked again as the male lion attempted to force its head and shoulders through the hole opened by its daintier mate. It couldn’t get very far, but it was pushing as hard as it could.

With a jolt, the car separated from the couplings holding it to the rest of the subway train. Metal screeched as it was shoved horizontally over the tracks. The motion stopped with a lurch when the lion mutant smashed it against the opposite wall of the tunnel. Part of the roof of the car was crushed inward.

The beast was grasping blindly into the car’s window, like a cat after a mouse in a hole in the wall.

Sandy got her bearings, tried to stand, found herself entangled with Howard’s legs.

Somewhere, Alice was still screaming.

And with a roar, the Lycanthrope that had been Sylvia jumped onto the back of the seat behind Sandy’s head. It opened its jaws, exposing rows of fangs, and lines of thick drool dripped from its gaping mouth.

Nothing human remained in its face. Nothing remained of Sylvia. Now, she’d turned into a raging inferno of hunger, hatred, and need.

All Sandy wanted to do was close her eyes and let the endless noise of the monsters and the screams and the metal and glass breaking to go far, far away. She couldn’t handle much more. She wanted it all to end.

Then, she thought she heard gunfire outside the crumpled, ruined subway car.

Nicole, was her first thought, and even just the name made her smile. Nicole, is that you?
  


Chapter 39
 

 


3:20 p.m.

 


Nicole and General Taylor Burns had run into a few of the Lycanthropes on their journey through the subway tunnel, but they were surprisingly few and far between. A well-placed blast from the M-9 pistols took care of them, but Nicole pointed out that they were running dangerously low on ammo.

Burns grunted, said, “I noticed. Won’t be long and the M-9s won’t be much use at all. I still have a few more clips.”

“We could always use them as blackjacks and pistol-whip the bastards.”

“That’s only in the movies,” he said, shooting at a creature that leapt at them from the shadows. It fell to the floor with two bullets between its eyes.

“Well,” she said. “Guess it’s a good thing my hands are lethal weapons.”

“Oh, I don’t think it’ll come to that. Not yet. I got a couple of grenades still.”

“Those could be scary underground like this,” she said as something roared loudly down the tunnel. “Jesus, what was that?”

“Sounded big.”

“It sounded flipping huge.”

As they paused to listen, Nicole heard something beneath the horrible bestial battle cry. She turned to Burns, who met her eyes and grinned.

“People,” she said. “Those are people screaming.”

“Let’s go kick some monster ass,” Burns said as they rushed forward into the tunnel.

As they rounded a turn, they saw a stalled subway car ahead. When they got closer, they could see that it had nearly been destroyed, on its side with the silver exterior dented and crumpled in places. Something enormous was trying to force itself into one section of the car.

“Holy shit, is that a lion?” Burns asked, raising his rifle.

Nicole let off a few shots from her Colt, nicking the beast across its back. Crimson dots appeared on the tawny hide. It didn’t look as if the bullets had done much damage to the gigantic creature, but the pain got its attention. The thing pulled itself out of the window of the overturned subway car and turned its golden gaze onto these new interlopers. Shaking its mane, it lowered its head, licking its lips. Someone within the subway car was screaming.

Nicole aimed as the creature readied itself to spring at them. Firing off a few rounds, she took out the monster’s left eye, which exploded into a yellow and red mess. The beast roared in pain, and Taylor Burns fired into its chest. Bullet wounds appeared on the creature, but it still marched toward them, stopping once to paw at the ruins of its eye. Nicole fired into its head until she ran out of ammunition, then she tossed the empty clip aside, feeling for her second and last clip.

Burns’ pistol sputtered, clicking on empty, and he shook the clip from the bottom and reloaded.

The creature started loping toward them, away from the subway car. It couldn’t run straight, obviously injured and confused with all the pain, its eyesight all messed up from the wound, but it was still making progress.

Nicole fired a single shot at it, then another. Wounds blossomed on its fur.

Burns shouted, “Get down!”

She almost didn’t see the grenade he threw at the beast. It landed just in front of the monster, and the creature was so preoccupied with its charge and the awful pain it was suffering that it paid no attention to the pineapple-shaped explosive; it stepped right over it. The grenade went off as the mutant’s stomach was passing over, and its power blasted the beast into two halves. The front of the lion continued for a few steps, dragging a ribcage and several yards of intestine. The hind legs and the lion’s tail blew across the tunnel, smashing into the wall. The creature turned its shaggy head, as though wondering what had just happened to its rear half, then it slumped to the ground, its tongue hanging out of the corner of its mouth.

Inside the overturned subway car, people were screaming. Nicole headed for the train, her Colt at her side. Burns followed her, pounding on the side of his ears.

“I think I blew an eardrum,” he said.

“Listen,” she said. “I hear…”

The screaming got louder, several voices, including one so familiar that it brought a smile to the soldiers’ faces. Nicole rushed the car, climbing on top of it. Burns moved to the side, looking through the doorway at the front. It was sideways, but it gave him a good view of the interior and the drama that was playing out within.

Nicole knew it was Sandy’s voice she had heard. Other than some minor fights, she’d never heard her girlfriend scream, but she recognized that tone without even seeing her. Looking down through the shattered window of the subway, she saw the top of Sandy’s head as she rushed down the length of the train, holding something long and shiny in her hands. Behind her, a gray and white Lycanthrope dogged her footsteps. It had its claws out in front of itself, lashing out at her as it stalked closer.

Nicole didn’t even think as she raised the Colt and fired downwards through the window and into the top of the creature’s head. The bullets emerged from the bottom of the monster’s face, blowing its lower jaw off in a spray of teeth and blood. It stumbled for a moment, and Nicole thought she would have to shoot it again, but it fell to its knees and slumped sideways against an ugly orange and beige seat.

Overhead, something exploded on the surface, with a force so loud and destructive, it rattled the entire tunnel. Bits of tile fell from their moorings, tinkling as they hit the floor. Nicole wondered what was happening up there above them. She suspected she wouldn’t want to be close enough to know.

She hollered into the window, “Sandy? Are you all right?”

The blond, curly hair came back into view through the hole, and Sandy looked up at her with those hazel eyes Nicole had fallen in love with. She was a bit the worse for wear, some smudges on her skin, her clothes dirty and torn, and she had a few small cuts on her face, but she was still Sandy, and she was a sight for Nicole’s poor tired eyes.

“Somehow,” Sandy said, beaming up at her lover. “I knew it was you.”

“How’s that?”

“The total destruction,” Sandy said with a laugh. “Help me out.”

“Any more of those things in there?” Nicole asked, extending a hand.

As Sandy took her hand, Nicole pulled her up to the top of the overturned subway car through the broken window, where they stood side by side.

“No, babe,” Sandy said. “You got them all.”

They embraced in a long kiss then separated, and Nicole regained the steely-eyed look of a soldier on duty. The brief softness of the moment was over, and she was all business again. She almost seemed a little embarrassed by her public display of emotion.

“I knew you’d get here,” Sandy said, stepping a few inches away from Nicole. “I told everyone else that you’d come for me.”

“How many more are in there?”

There was a thud and General Burns kicked in the sideways door, which sat at ground level; the car shook a bit. Sandy started to lose her balance, but Nicole caught her in her arms, and Sandy fell against her. At the touch of her skin against her hands, Nicole forgot herself again. She leaned into her girlfriend and kissed her several more times. It felt good to have Sandy in her arms; it felt right somehow, as if they were destined for this reunion – a perfect fit. In that moment, Nicole didn’t even care if Taylor Burns was gaping at her. All she wanted to do was kiss this wonderful woman.

As they broke apart, Sandy exhaled, her face flushed. “Well,” she said. “Hang on to that thought. When we get out of here, we’ll pick up where we left off.”

“You can count on it.”

From below, they heard Burns shout, “When you two are finished making out, I suggest you come down to our level. Only if you’re finished, though.”

Nicole leapt off the train, her face burning at the thought of her commanding officer watching her suck face with her girlfriend. It seemed like an invasion of privacy. She brushed herself off and glanced over to see Burns grinning at her.

“What?”

He shook his head, still grinning.

“What is it?”

“Just...” he said. “Lesbians are hot.”

“You are such a perv,” she said, helping Sandy to the ground. She set her down gently, not wanting to let go of her hand.

Howard, Beth, and Alice had joined them by the tracks, having been assisted through the sideways door by Taylor Burns. They looked terrified, anxious about this new couple of soldiers joining them. Beth had claimed Craig’s dented metal pole, and Howard clutched his own tightly, ready to use it at any time. Alice held out two objects toward Sandy, who took them. They were her own smaller, sharper weapons, the curved handles and the gleaming steel.

“You made those yourselves?” Burns asked.

Howard said, “Yeah, from the poles in the car. Came in handy already a couple of times.”

“Nice,” the general said approvingly.

“Now what?” Sandy asked. “Do we head for the surface? What the heck’s going on up there anyway? We keep hearing these, like, sonic booms. Really loud.”

“It’s a mess,” Burns confirmed. “We’re probably safer down here in the tunnels for now, but that won’t last long. Pretty soon those things will be all over the place.”

Nicole added, “Manhattan’s been totally isolated. The Army has blown the bridges and sealed tunnels all the way around, so I don’t see how we’re all going to get somewhere safe. If our helicopter pilot can be reached, we have a ride out, but we need to be someplace that can be relatively secure for at least long enough for him to pick us up.”

“That’s if he hasn’t already been shot down,” Burns said. “Almost happened when he was deploying us.”

“And it better be someplace he can land the helicopter,” Nicole said. “If there are this many of us, we won’t be able to just grab a rope ladder and fly away.”

Sandy said, “If you’re trying to cheer us up, it’s not working.”

Howard spoke, “Other than Central Park up north, I don’t know where we can find someplace that’s flat.”

“Central Park’s right in the center of the damn island,” Burns said with a grunt as he sat down. “That’s a long flight from Brooklyn.”

“Just a few minutes.”

“You ever been shot at for just a few minutes?” the general asked. “Can stretch out for a long time.”

Something made a sound in the dark tunnel behind the group. Nicole and Burns swung around, their Colts jutting out like natural extensions of their arms. Their movement was so fast the others only noticed a blur of motion.

“You see anything?” Burns asked.

“No,” Nicole answered. Then she motioned with her head, never removing her eyes from the gloom where the noise had originated. “Everyone behind us.”

They stood still, waiting. Alice started sniffling again, and Sandy thought, Great. Here come the waterworks.

From the darkness, a voice emerged. “You can put the guns away. We’re human.”

Two figures emerged from the tunnel, two men covered in grime and dirt, their hair damp and their clothes utterly ruined. They wore hardhats with lights on top, which they switched on as they got closer.

“You’re looking for a way out?” the first man asked. “This is the guy to talk to.”

“Who are you?” Nicole asked.

“My name’s John Creed and this is Michael. He’s lived in these tunnels for years, pretty much knows every nook and cranny.”

“Pretty much,” Michael said, sheepishly.

“We’ve been back there, listening to you,” John continued.

Burns squinted. “You look vaguely familiar.”

“I’m a reporter,” John said. “If you’re who I think you are…”

“I am.”

“Then, I interviewed you.” He turned to Nicole. “And I spoke with you, too. About a year ago.”

Nicole grunted. “You misquoted me.”

“But I said you were gorgeous. Doesn’t that make up for something? Anyway, this is Michael, and he can get us out of here through the sewers and subways. He can probably lead us all out together.”

“That true?” Burns asked the homeless man.

Michael shrugged. “I probably can. Where do we need to go?”

“Palm Springs would be nice,” Beth said, and the group chuckled.

“How about you just get us off Manhattan,” Burns said. “Can you get us to Brooklyn? That’s where the hotel we’re staying at is located. That’s where the helicopter is.”

Michael thought for a moment, then nodded his shaggy head. “There are sewer tunnels that run from here to the mainland in almost every direction. If you wanna head that way, I think Brooklyn, Queens, even Long Island might be all right.”

“You can get us under the river?” Burns asked.

“I think so.”

Burns turned to Nicole, said, “They may have blocked the sewer tunnels, too. I’m pretty damn certain they blocked all the train tunnels, but… you think this might work?”

“It’s better than standing around and waiting for the city to collapse on top of us,” she said.

Burns turned toward the homeless man and said, “Okay. You lead us out of here and get us to a safe place.”

“Like there’s any such thing,” Howard whispered to Sandy.

Michael thought it over for a moment, biting his lower lip. When he looked back up at the group, who were leaning forward in anticipation, he said, “All right. If we take the subway south and east, just following this line, it would take us to Brooklyn. If, like you said, they’ve blocked the tunnels, I can get us through a sewer system under the East River.”

“And if they’ve thought of the sewers and have blocked them?” Nicole asked. Everyone looked at her as though she’d just kicked a puppy. She said, “Well, come on, it’s possible. These aren’t idiots we’re dealing with, it’s the U.S. Army.”

“We have to hope they haven’t gotten to that yet,” Michael said.

“Sounds like a plan to me,” Burns said. “How are we set for weapons?”

He and Nicole still had their Colts and two grenades, but the ammunition was running pretty low. She was on her last magazine. Before long, they would be reduced to knives and sticks.

“We made these in the subway car,” Howard said, showing off the long, sharpened poles.

“I have these,” Sandy said, whipping out the curled pieces of metal and flourishing them like a very slow and very sad ninja.

Howard nudged Sandy, and he asked under his breath, “Is this your girlfriend?”

She nodded. “Yes.”

“Nice,” he said with a thumbs-up. “Tough and pretty.”

“Let’s get us a couple more of those poles,” Burns ordered the group. “Arm our friends here who are gonna lead us out of the dark and into Brooklyn.”

“There’s a difference?” Howard said quietly to Sandy, and she laughed. They made their way back to the subway car in front of the overturned one they had inhabited. There were blood spatters and pieces of what had been human beings a few hours ago scattered everywhere. It was a gruesome scene of carnage, and Sandy opted to stay outside the car.

“I already have my weapons,” she said, leaning on her girlfriend.

Howard and Taylor Burns commenced kicking the metal poles, snapping two more off from their moorings at the ceiling and floor. They flattened the ends with their shoes, pounding them to a fine point. When they tested the ends, they found them ragged but fairly sharp.

“Very nice,” Burns said, handing one of the poles to Beth, who took it with a grateful look.

After Burns observed the teenager for a while, he decided Alice wasn’t going to be much help with a huge pike like he’d just created. He secured one end of the pole between two armrests on a seat and bent it backwards. Then he wriggled it back and forth until it snapped in two, leaving a shiny two-foot weapon that Alice should be able to handle. The girl didn’t want to take the pole at first, shaking her head.

“No,” she said. “I can’t… I can’t kill something like that.”

“You will if you need to,” Burns said in his most accommodating voice, which, honestly, wasn’t that soothing. “You might not even need it, but if the time arrives when one of those things is barreling down on you, you will thank me afterwards.”

“I don’t think I can.”

“Use it to help protect your teacher here.”

“But, killing is so wrong. I—”

“Take the goddamn pole,” Burns hollered, shoving it into her hand and closing the fingers around it. He squeezed hard before letting go of the girl, and he was pleased when she turned away from him, still clutching the weapon.

Beth, however, was giving him the stink eye.

“What?” he asked.

“You have to be so brutal? She’s a kid,” the coach said.

“And if she wants to grow up, she’s gonna have to defend herself. Don’t give me all that peace and love and unicorn rainbows and lollipops bullshit. You haven’t seen New York’s streets. It is ugly as hell up there. Nobody’s gonna survive if they don’t do their part and stick with the group.”

“Shouldn’t we be protecting the young?” Beth asked. “Isn’t that what makes us civilized?”

“Ain’t nothing civilized about what’s happening up top, sister. Besides, think of it as just another extra weapon if we lose or break one of our own. We’ll soon be thankful of everything we can get. I used up half a dozen magazines on the way down here. I’m down to just a few more bullets and we are doing battle with those things using sticks and stones. I say, we take whatever we can find. Search those corpses. Maybe someone was carrying when the subway got attacked.”

“Good idea,” Howard said, and he immediately started rifling through the pockets of the bodies on the train. Sandy moved forward to help, but when she came across a particularly disgusting mess, in which a man’s chest cavity had been hollowed out, she went white and had to sit down for a minute with her head between her legs. Nicole wandered over to her.

Putting her arm around Sandy, she asked, “You okay, babe?”

“Yes. No. No, of course I’m not okay,” Sandy said. “You see this shit every day in your work. I don’t know how you keep sane. This is… this is monstrous.”

“Well, it’s usually not this bad. Okay, it’s never been this bad. I think what we’re witnessing upstairs is the end of society as we know it. I don’t see how the world can survive after this virus, this new one, gets loose. And it will. We can probably contain it in Manhattan for a while, but it’ll never stay in one place.”

“You’re my hero,” Sandy said, leaning into Nicole and giving her a smooch. “You know that, right?”

“I guess I do.”

“Nicole, are we really going to get out of this? Be honest with me. No B.S. Can we get out and survive?”

Nicole thought for a moment. “I hope so. All I can offer, sweetie. Hope. And it’s not such a bad thing. We get to the helicopter and off this island, I’ll feel a whole lot better, but until we are lifting off and I can see the damn Statue of Liberty in the rearview mirror, I can’t say much more than I hope so.”
  


Chapter 40
 

 


4:13 p.m.

 


The group had conversed as they dug through the remains of the dead people on the various subway cars. They filled each other in on their stories, how they’d arrived at that spot at that particular time. As they worked, they even brought Alice out of her shell for a few minutes, and the girl joined in the conversation. Burns even made a joke, albeit a bad one.

After their exploration of all the subway cars and the corpses inside of them, they had pillaged a pile containing four knives, one set of brass knuckles, and a loaded revolver discovered on an elderly, bearded man missing most of his chest. It contained all six rounds, but it looked puny in Burns’ hand. However, he knew any bullet placed in the right spot would kill a man. Or a Lycanthrope. Slow it down at the very least.

They divvied up the spoils. Knives went to Sandy, Beth, and Howard and the knuckle-dusters went to Alice. Beth didn’t think the girl would ever use them, but it would probably comfort her to wear them. And no one felt Alice should be carrying a knife.

From the middle of the train, Howard gave a loud shout. Having tracked a blood trail to the control car, he uncovered the half-eaten corpse of the engineer, four fresh flashlights, a miner’s hat with a battery-powered light on top of it, a handful of flares, and another gun. This time it was a double-barreled, pump-action shotgun. He cocked it and grinned.

“I do love that sound,” he said. “But it looks like there are just the two shells.”

“Can you use that?” Burns asked.

“Grew up in the mountains of West Virginia,” Howard answered. “Had plenty of practice when things got skinny. Hunted rabbits, mostly.”

“So let’s see who we have here,” Burns whispered to Nicole. “Me, you, your sweet-natured hippie girlfriend…”

“Hey!” Sandy objected.

Nicole said, “Well, you are kind of a flower child.”

Burns continued, “A homeless guy who knows the tunnels, a reporter who knows all about the Lycan Virus, a lady coach who knows volleyball, a black guy who’s a dancer…”

“And a damn good one,” Howard interjected. He did a couple spins to prove his point.

“Yeah,” Burns said with a grunt. “That’s just dandy. And we got us a kid so scared she’s liable to whack us over the head before she hurts one of the monsters. That about cover it?”

“Well,” Nicole said. “We got a lot of moxie.”

“That never stopped a runaway killing machine before.”

Nicole conceded that he had a point. They were the very definition of ragtag, motley. Most of their weapons were homemade and not likely to help in a situation like she and the general had faced around the public library. By now, there were probably twice as many of those things running around the streets, creating new monsters every time they clawed or bit a victim.

“Hey,” Sandy said, nudging her. “You’re someplace else. What’s going on in that thick head of yours?”

“I was thinking of how it must be on the streets. You haven’t seen how many of those things are up there. Thousands of them, tens of thousands, and every time they scratch someone, they’re turning them into another Lycan.”

“Just like Sylvia,” Sandy said. “I’ve seen it work. Took just a couple of minutes.”

“I think most of the city’s probably infected by now.”

“What about the people inside the buildings? They should be safe.”

“If this was like what happened in Cincinnati, then I’d say you’re right. But this is a lot worse. With this stuff infecting rats, dogs, cats, anything mammalian, then those things can get into houses and apartment buildings.”

“I saw a pack of mutated rats right before getting on the subway. There were a lot of them together, dozens, and they were chasing a woman, as if herding her to a corner so they could get at her easier.”

“New York has always had a rat problem. Now there’ll be millions of the little bastards out there with a single thought in their infected skulls – eat and kill.”

Sandy shivered, leaned in closer to Nicole. The soldier put her arm around her and sniffed her hair, which, despite the day’s horrific events, still smelled like strawberry shampoo.

“Don’t get too cozy over there,” Burns said. “We’ll need to be moving soon. Who knows what the Army’s got planned for this burg. I wouldn’t put it past them to take a stand and get rid of this virus once and for all.”

“Shit, Burns,” Nicole said. “You talking nuclear?”

“It would wipe the disease away before it got loose. Probably be very popular with the American voters if it stopped the spread. I can think of a dozen politicians who’d want to bomb New York on principle alone, but now they’ve got a valid reason.”

“They can’t do that, can they?” asked Sandy. “They’d kill millions of people.”

“And save hundreds of millions more. I don’t like it either, but given the choice of the infection getting out of the Manhattan Zone and destroying the city, well, I’d have to choose saving the rest of the world.”

Sandy said, “Surely someone out there can find a cure.”

“You’ve seen how fast this thing has spread. Crazy fast. One minute, the news is talking about a few rat attacks, and the next the Army’s blowing up the bridges.”

“Which makes me wonder how much we knew beforehand,” Nicole said. “Those jets got to New York awfully fast.”

“Don’t look at me,” Burns protested. “If the government knew this was gonna break loose, they didn’t inform me. Makes me wonder, though, why they approved a vacation for both me and you, Nicole. They didn’t say diddly-squat when we said we wanted to go to New York City for a week.”

“I said I wanted to go. You just followed me like some demented stalker.”

“Still, it doesn’t seem a little far-fetched to you? Here we are, two of the leaders of the Lycan Sniper Squad, and we’re right across the river when all hell breaks loose. We always wondered about the speed in which we found out about the Cincinnati outbreak, but there wasn’t much proof.”

John sauntered over and leaned into the conversation. “There’s all kind of proof that the military was behind the Cincinnati incident. None of it’s substantial in itself, but there were plenty of stories regarding the way the military could have unleashed the whole Lycan Virus as biological warfare gone wrong. I’ve written plenty of those stories myself.”

Burns scoffed. “Rumors and hearsay.”

“Yeah, most of it was, but added together it looked less like a natural extension of what that one German scientist was working on and more like a gigantic Strangelove ‘whoops’ situation. It got loose somehow, right? We never determined how, exactly. Then, you guys were called in and were set up before the first full moon expired. That rings of a cover-your-ass strategy, and we all know that the military machine’s known for its CYA abilities. They were awfully prepared for that outbreak, as shown by the uncanny promptness of the Army’s arrival. Now we have a new situation and a new outbreak. I’m not saying this was intentionally started by the government as some whacko biological experiment. I’m not one of those crazy conspiracy theorists who think the government controls everything. But I am a realist. I saw a couple of those packs of rats on the streets. Michael had seen a few as well. But we never envisioned so many people getting infected so fast.

“It’s terrifying if you think of it. I had a glimpse of what Manhattan has become, through a manhole, and that happened within a few hours. By now, the last families left uninfected are barricaded inside their buildings, probably trying to stave off any more attacks. And before the first big rat attacks had been talked about on the news, before anyone figured out that this was some mutated version of the Lycan Virus, we have bridges and tunnels blown and the whole city is isolated as only an island can be. Isolated. Like a control group.”

“That’s pretty far out there, even for a journalist,” Nicole said, although the words all seemed chillingly kosher to her.

“I’m not saying the Army or the Pentagon is behind this. I’ve interviewed dozens of whack jobs out there over the past year or so – people who like being werewolves, people leading churches based upon being animals, people who think the bestial state is the way God intended us to be.”

“God wouldn’t do anything like that,” Beth said. “He’s a caring God. We’re his children.”

“You looked at the Middle East lately?” John asked. “Everyone, no matter how nutty, thinks God is on his side and against his enemies.”

“There is no God,” Michael said. “And if there is, then He’s a sick bastard.”

Howard said, “He’s there. We just can’t understand the man.”

“This isn’t the time for a theological discussion,” Sandy said.

“In any case,” John Creed continued, “I believe this could’ve been caused by one of those religious nut-burgers that thinks we should all go back to Eden, return to some animalistic, savage state of being. They believe God is supporting them, and they’ve been scheming something for some time. Wouldn’t surprise me if this New York debacle was what they were planning. They believe in their own—”

“God isn’t an animal,” Howard shot back, getting darker in the face. “He’s a caring father, our protector, and He’ll get us through this.”

“Doing a bang-up job so far, isn’t He?” John said. “How about all those poor souls up there on the streets? What did they do to piss the big man off?”

“I believe in God,” Alice said, her voice small and clear as a bell piercing through the darkness. Everyone turned toward her, and she lowered her eyes. “I think He’s watching over us, helping us, and putting things in our way so we can prove ourselves. He’s just someone who wants to be loved, and if you can do that, unflinchingly, I believe you’ll end up with Him. It could be a rough road getting there, and I have seen the roughest, let me tell you. Still, when it’s at its worst, like now, my belief in Him will get me through.”

“You okay, honey?” Beth asked, shocked at the girl’s little speech. It was the most she had said since they’d arrived in the city the night before.

Alice nodded, giving her a hug. “I’m glad you’re here,” she said.

“God is not an animal,” Howard mumbled.

“Listen,” Burns interrupted. “Believe whatever you wanna believe. I could give a crap. I believe in this.” He lifted the Colt. “And right now, that’s enough. Now, are we gonna keep flapping our jaws or are we gonna get the hell out of this dungeon?”

Nicole said, “I can give an ‘amen’ to that.”

“Me too,” Sandy added.

They turned to Michael, as if looking for guidance. He shrugged his narrow shoulders, said, “Okay. This way, then.”
  


Chapter 41
 

 


5:05 p.m.

 


They walked to the south, following the B subway line that led to Brooklyn. As they moved, Nicole noticed the emergency lights starting to dim into a futile, murky glow, barely illuminating a foot around them. The batteries must be wearing down, she thought. They still had enough light to dispel all the darkness with the flashlights obtained from the engineer’s car and the hardhats with miner lights on them, but the farther they went, the more the darkness and dampness seemed to creep up on them. Everything was dry at first in the tunnel, but soon Nicole felt the incessant sensation that the air was growing moist. When she reached out and touched one of the brick walls, her hand felt slightly wet, grimy instead of dusty. In the distance, she heard water dripping. Otherwise the tunnel was unnervingly quiet.

The group seemed to have come to an unspoken agreement about remaining silent as they traversed the tunnels. Nicole led, holding her Colt out in front of herself, fully loaded, her left arm supporting the weapon-heavy right hand. Sandy kept close behind her, followed by Michael, who whispered that they should stay on the track lines, and that this would lead them to the sewer system that served to sweep the shit out of New York. Beth and Alice walked side by side, awkwardly carrying their metal poles, their eyes darting around the cavern. Sometimes, Alice’s brass knuckles would clink against the pole. John was directly on their heels, and Taylor Burns walked at the rear of the group with Howard by his side. The two of them took turns walking backwards to make certain nothing would take the group by surprise from the rear.

They had been walking for almost five minutes when they passed a group of cell-like areas embedded in the brickwork of the tunnel, little rooms no more than five feet by four feet wide. Some contained tools, brooms, mops, and such for the janitors to maintain the tunnels, and others were empty.

Michael said, “These are handy in case trains come. You can hop inside as they go by.”

Burns nodded, but said, “Let’s keep a close eye on those. Who knows what’s hiding in the dark.”

As they moved past the little rooms, their flashlights slowly filled the black interiors with a sweeping illumination, first exposing one side, then the middle as they walked past, then the other, like a dark wave of living shadows slipping by. Sometimes the light exposed a startled rat, which usually darted away through a hole in the back of the room, but one huge rodent rushed toward the group as they stepped past it. Burns strode forward and kicked the beast to Howard, like a perfect soccer pass. The dancer then slammed the creature with his pole until it was little more than a bloody, smashed stain on the concrete.

Nicole was finding it difficult discerning distances, and she felt as if they’d traveled a mile or so before she asked Michael.

“Not that far,” he said. “Of course, miles and stuff don’t mean very much when you’re living on the zigzag.” In response to her questioning look, he said, “You don’t really follow the straight and narrow paths down here. Not when you’re homeless and looking for a warm place or just a space to lie down for a while. You have to avoid the guards and the cops and sanitation crews. Sometimes, you really want to avoid the other homeless people. Been some real crazies down here since the Reagan era when they cut off all that funding to the mental hospitals. Then again, I’d rather deal with a crazy person than one of those werewolf things. Now those are some scary nightmares.”

Nicole thought over the phrase – living on the zigzag, and she smiled, liking it. She figured herself for a zigzagger, someone who avoided bumping into other people. She had been very withdrawn as a child, and she’d become even more isolated as a teenage girl traveling from army base to army base, barely getting acquainted with a new batch of kids before moving on to the next base. When she’d realized she was a lesbian, she didn’t dare tell anyone, wrapping herself up in a cocoon of self-delusion and lies. That’s why the few interpersonal relationships she suffered were so important to her. Burns was a steady figure in her life for a couple of years now, almost a father figure, but also a kind of buddy. And Sandy was the light of her life. She literally became sunnier when they were together, smiling more, interacting with other people more often. Otherwise, she was a clam, shut tight and silent and patient, always living on the fringe. Behind those crosshairs, within the camouflage, she was still that lonely teenager, hoping she might get to stay in one place long enough to become close with someone.

Now she envisioned herself in this diverse group of people – people who were looking up to her as a hero, har har – and the thought scared the living daylights out of her. These people respected her, maybe even admired her, and she barely knew them. As she walked, she found herself in conversation often with Michael, who seemed like the kind of man who could be her friend, or at least a good drinking buddy.

And if she ever needed a good shot of Nob Creek, this was the time.

A shot of courage, a burst of warm liquid steadfastness.

That hotel room she’d left that afternoon (had it really only been that afternoon?) was calling her name. She had found it so stifling being alone there while Sandy went to the city, even when Burns visited her. It had been difficult for her to relax.

When exactly was the last time I let myself relax? she wondered. Been a long, long time.

The group moved with the slight curve of the tunnel, marching into the darkness. Nicole craned her neck to see around the bend of the gentle curve, but Michael continued walking, seemingly not cognizant of his surroundings and the dangers that could lurk there. They were approaching another set of small rooms to the right, three in a row, safe havens for the track workers.

Nicole checked the first one and found it empty except for a small table with a deck of cards scattered across the top. She motioned everyone forward while checking out the second empty room.

Suddenly, there was a deafening boom from above them, and dirt and tiles dropped from the ceiling of the tunnel. The earth shook around them, and Beth and Alice lost their footing, dropping to the ground.

“What the heck was that?” Sandy asked as the tremors ceased. “An earthquake?”

“Probably some kind of gas explosion,” Burns said. A curtain of silt fell behind him, shaken loose by the vibrations in the walls.

“How big could a gas explosion get?” John asked, fearing the answer.

“Well, if it’s in the wrong place, it could take down any building, explode fireballs. Let me tell you something, those buildings up there, those skyscrapers, they’re all in a row like freaking dominos. If one of them falls just right…”

“It’d take out city blocks,” Sandy said in awe.

There was another quake accompanied by an ear-piercing explosion. This time, larger chunks of the ceiling toppled, followed by dirt that started sifting through the holes in the concrete like sand in an hourglass, piling up on the tracks. A second boom traveled like a wave through the tunnel, and two more large sections of the ceiling crumbled into the corridor behind the group.

“We’d better get out of here,” Burns shouted over the din as another blast shook the ground. “The whole place is gonna fall down around us!”

Nicole motioned the group forward, starting to jog a bit ahead of them, watching now for falling hunks of concrete and metal. When she passed the third room on the right, a once-human Lycanthrope roared out of the entrance. The creature’s eyes were wild with terror at the disturbances around it, and it leaped at Michael. The homeless man ducked, falling into a ball, hands over his head as Nicole pointed her Colt at the beast and fired off two rounds before it slammed into her.

The creature, wild with fear, started clawing at her, digging into her bulletproof vest, striving to get to the tender flesh beneath the Kevlar. She struggled with it, trying to shove it off of her, or to at least get a good angle with the gun. She knew she couldn’t get scratched or bitten or she’d become one of those monsters herself within a few minutes, so she shoved with her elbows.

The thing snapped at her face, its jaws closing with the force of a bear trap. Its overlapping teeth banged together two inches from her nose. Thick, viscous saliva dripped from its creaking jaws onto her cheek, and she squirmed again, trying to get the monster far enough from her to get off a decent shot, or any shot at all.

There was a loud clanging sound, and the beast was suddenly rising up from her body. She glanced over and saw Howard slamming the Lycanthrope’s head with his metal pole as if he were in a batting cage. He’d hit the creature just below its lower jaw, slamming the thing’s mouth shut on its teeth and forcing its head high into the air. It still gripped her with its hind legs, but her hands were free, and she swung her right one, still holding the Colt, and shot a bullet through its mouth, opening up the back of its head in a spray of blood and brain tissue. With the force of the bullet, the beast was pushed farther away from her, and it released its hold on her waist, slumping to the side, dead.

Nicole shoved the heavy monster away from herself, watching as its hair started to wriggle back into its skin, exposing the human beneath. A huge chunk of concrete with iron rebar sticking out on the sides dropped into the face of the dead Lycanthrope just as its snout was crumpling back from canine to human form. It crushed the thing’s skull like a rotten cantaloupe, spraying gore on all sides.

Nicole stood, realized how much more of the ceiling was crumbling into the tunnel. Huge pieces of cement and iron were dropping all around them, a lethal rain of sharp angles and crushing weight. Dust from the broken concrete was filling the tunnel, and their flashlights barely pierced the swirling clouds of powder. Several of the group had started coughing.

“We need to get out of here,” Burns shouted. “Or we’re all gonna get crushed.”

“This way,” Michael said, pointing deeper into the tunnel.

A seven-foot section of concrete gave way and collapsed onto the tracks behind them with a sound like the end of the world. Long pipes fell through the hole, and water poured from one of the cracked ceramic ducts. Others were yellow plastic, and more than a few had flammable symbols on the side.

“Now,” Michael said, taking off in a jog away from the gaping hole.

The group charged after him, avoiding the tumbling sections of the cracking ceiling. A ten-inch piece of concrete dropped onto John’s shoulder, and he cried out, dropping his pole. It rolled off into the dust clouds, out of sight. Sandy helped him retrieve it, and he leaned into her as she shouldered him to a standing position. They fell back into step behind Michael. Burns slapped them on their backs, urging them on.

“Go!” he shouted. “Move it, move it, move it.”

Behind them, the gap in the ceiling where the pipes had dropped was broadening, falling in huge glacier-like pieces at the edges, sending long lightning-shaped fractures through the concrete and bringing down larger and larger sections of the ceiling and what looked like tarmac. More exposed pipes fell, some clanging to the ground. A muffled sound emerged from the widening hole.

“What the hell is that? Birds?” Sandy shouted at Howard as they hurried to stay in front of the splintering concrete.

“Sounds like an alarm or something.”

She coughed, spit out a mouthful of dust as they reached Michael, Nicole, Beth, and Alice. Nicole was shoving Alice through a gaping corrugated water pipe. Beth followed, then Michael.

The noise grew louder as a fifteen-foot piece of the ceiling behind them smashed to the tracks, covering everything. A strange, dust-diffused light emerged from the ceiling as the sound increased. With a crash, a yellow Volkswagen Beetle, its headlights still switched to bright, dropped into the tunnel nose-first.

“Holy shit,” Sandy said. She couldn’t take her eyes off of the car toppling into the tunnel. It smashed into the floor and stood upright for a second before falling onto its back. The noise was its car alarm blaring at the indignity of its burial. After the car settled onto its back, more ceiling pieces falling onto its exposed underbelly, the alarm seemed to warp. It sounded like the death throes of some great animal.

Burns stepped in behind them, coughing and spitting.

With an ear-splitting growl of protest, a yellow taxi followed the Volkswagen through the broadening hole in the ceiling. It slammed into the first car as another cab dropped in too.

“Go now,” Burns urged, shoving Sandy ahead into the water pipe. Her foot fell in the thin stream of dark liquid that trickled down the center of the little corridor. “Those things up top are gonna figure out we’re down here if even one sees us or smells us. Then we’ll have them to contend with.”

Sandy hurried into the pipe. She had to bend over so as not to bump her head. Several yards away, she saw someone’s flashlight beam urging her forward. She headed toward the light, grunting as Howard bumped into her back.

“Shit, you smell that?” Howard asked.

She sniffed the air, and a chill went through her. “Gas?”

“Yes, ma’am. Must be one of those busted pipes. Probably pumping it down here so fast it’s filling up the tunnels.”

Sandy emerged from the pipe, and Michael helped her jump down to the wet floor. They were in some kind of sewer, a ten-foot-wide hallway made of concrete, supported by concrete pillars every ten feet or so. The walls were splotched with brown stains, and the floor was covered with a half-inch of filthy, stinking water. Sandy tried not to think about what they were sloshing through. The rest of the group followed her, leaping down into the sewer space with a sort of grace.

“We have to block out that gas,” Burns said. “If it keeps pumping in here like it is, it’ll fill the whole tunnel and put every one of us to sleep in a few minutes.”

“How do you block a four-foot-wide sewer pipe?” Nicole asked, searching the bare room for something to utilize.

“Nothing here,” Burns said, confirming her fears. “We’d better just move on, hope it gets blocked by the rubble pouring in from the streets above.”

John asked, “Well, Michael, now where do we go?”

Michael looked around the space, listened to the sound of the subway tunnel behind them collapsing into itself. He looked over at Nicole.

“You still have that GPS?”

“Yeah,” she answered, bringing the TomTom out of her pocket. “That way is south and that way is north.”

“We need southeast,” Michael said, chewing on a dirty cuticle. “Let’s follow this one south. We can cut back into the tunnel later.”

“As good an idea as any,” Burns said with a shrug.

They started down the tunnel, the smell of gas growing ever more pungent.
  


Chapter 42
 

 


6:00 p.m.

 


The farther they traveled down the sewer passageway, the more the sounds of destruction diminished behind them and, more importantly, the more the smell of natural gas grew fainter. Covered with dust, they almost looked like an aboriginal tribe searching for water in the desert. Michael led the way, seeming more comfortable in their grimy environment than any of the others. He remained alert, and John asked him how he was holding up.

“Fine, I think,” Michael replied. “Doing my best to be the hero.”

“You don’t have to be a hero,” John said.

“No, that’s where you’re wrong,” Michael said, his face set in a determined scowl. “I think… I really think I do need it.”

John patted him on the shoulder a few times. “Where are we heading, buddy?”

“We follow this for a ways then we’ll get back on track, follow the B Line right to the East River. Once we’re there, I’m handing this over to the military, our friendly general back there. They don’t really seem to have a solid plan, but they’re good on their feet, fast thinkers.”

In a few minutes, they were once again marching along the New York Transit System subway tracks. The emergency lights seemed even dimmer, but the flashlights and helmet lamps pierced the darkness a bit.

Burns sidled up next to Nicole. “How many bullets you have left?”

“Three. Not very promising. You?”

“One buwwet weft,” he said, imitating Elmer Fudd. “And two grenades. I got this pistol, too, but that’s like a peashooter against the Lycans. Don’t know how much good it’ll do us.”

“I lost my grenade back when the roof crashed in on us. Sorry, but it must have fallen out sometime around when I was pinned down by that creature.”

“Hey,” he said, looking around at the sad looking group. “We still have big metal poles.”

The tunnel was suddenly blocked by a stalled subway train. There were maybe eight inches of clearance on each side of the cars. The group stopped, as if puzzling over where to go next.

Howard overheard Nicole and the general, and he handed Nicole the shotgun he’d taken from the engine car; he also gave the flare pistol to Burns.

“Why don’t you guys take these? I’m sure you could do more damage than I could.”

“Better not shoot for a while anyway,” Burns said, sniffing the air. “I can still smell gas. Wouldn’t want to spark that off.”

Howard motioned to the train blocking their way. “You guys have any ideas about this?”

Michael said, “I don’t know how to get around it by other tunnels. Sometimes, it’s a tight fit in these old subways.”

“Easy as pie,” Burns said, stepping up to the door at the back of the last car and wrapping his hand around the handle. “We just go through the cars, one after another. They’re all connected, right?”

Three Lycanthropes popped up from behind seats where they’d been snoozing. They growled and lashed out at the windows. Their claws gouged long trails in the Plexiglas, but they were trapped in the train, unable to reason a way out of their metal car. Burns leaped back while the Lycans slobbered on the windows, attempting to bite their way out.

“Well, scratch that idea,” he said, still shaken by the close call. “Anyone else have a suggestion?”

Sandy nodded and pointed to the top of the stalled train. “We can always go over,” she said.

There was a two-foot gap between the train and the grime-encrusted ceiling of the tunnel.

Sandy continued, “We could all fit on our hands and knees, if we crawl on top of the cars. Should just take a few minutes.”

“That’s my girl,” Nicole said, beaming.

She gave Sandy a short hug then helped her scramble on top of the subway car. The creatures confined inside went crazy, howling and tearing at the sides of the train. Sandy started crawling along the roof, ducking her head around a dimming blue light in a wire mesh cage.

“Is it gonna be okay?” Howard called after her.

“Yeah,” she answered. “Plenty of room to crawl, but a bit claustrophobic. There are six cars, it looks like.”

Nicole cupped her hands and Howard stepped into their cradle. With a grunt, she lifted him up, and he gracefully clambered on top of the car. In moments, he was scooting after Sandy.

She’s right, he thought. This is really a tight fit, like the walls and the ceiling’s crashing in on you. Still, it’s better than waiting around to be eaten or to have the place blow up all around you. But it’s so dark and so cramped up here … like the coal mines back in the old hometown. Like what I ran away from.

Alice was next to be shoved atop the train, followed closely by Beth. Once on top, they knelt next to each other, creeping forward side by side.

“What if one of those things gets up here?” Alice wondered aloud. “We’d be dead. I can barely breathe. We’d all be dead. We’re all going to die down here, aren’t we?”

“Well,” Beth said, trying to help the girl’s mood, “that Nicole’s one tough cookie, and she’s dealt with this kind of thing before.”

“Don’t try to make me feel better, coach. Nobody’s dealt with something like this before. It’s too damn big. The whole world’s fucked.”

“Alice…”

“No, listen,” she said as they crawled forward. “If we get out of this alive, and that’s a big ‘if,’ then what’ll we do? You going to tell me there’ll still be colleges and scholarships and goddamn volleyball? Everything’s different now. Everything. I think intramural sports are pretty much a thing of the past. So is college. So is a lot of what we thought was so important.”

They found the space where two cars were connected, and they stretched, reaching the next roof. Below them, they could hear and feel more of the creatures thrashing inside the subway car, trapped like the others, like goldfish in an aquarium.

“Maybe it is all different,” Beth said after they’d crossed the gap. “But at least we’re still together. I’m still here, still alive, and I still care about what happens to you.”

“It would probably be better if we all just died now,” Alice muttered.

John was next on the roof, and he crawled alone, thinking about the world. He could hear the volleyball coach and her pupil talking in the distance, one train car ahead of him. He wanted to interrupt them, to tell the girl that the human race was expert at bouncing back from catastrophes. Humankind had survived overwhelming setbacks before.

He wanted to tell her how he’d studied history at the university before he’d decided on journalism as a career. He remembered reading about the Black Death. When that dreaded disease had hit Europe, it had decimated the population, wiped out nearly sixty percent of the continent. Still, the people overcame it, bounced back eventually.

He wanted to tell Alice that with what scientists knew about disease nowadays, they could probably lick this new strain of virus before it killed anywhere near as many people as the Black Death did.

Plus, he thought, convincing himself as much as he wanted to persuade the girl, we’re in a big city. The biggest city. This is the worst possible place for an outbreak to have occurred. Lots of smaller towns could have stopped this from happening, nipped it in the bud before it got so cataclysmic, but with the number of rats alone, New York didn’t stand a chance.

By the time he’d arrived at the first juncture between subway cars, he’d managed to depress himself, and he wished he wasn’t alone. He wished someone was crawling next to him, even if it was a hopelessly optimistic volleyball coach. He heard Michael shuffling along behind him, creeping forward in the darkness. He suddenly wanted the homeless man by his side, overcoming this obstacle with him. He slowed and waited until Michael caught up with him.

“You okay?” Michael asked.

“Yeah, just thought I’d wait for you,” John answered.

Michael knew what he meant. The feeling of the walls compressing into you wasn’t so terrible when they moved together side by side.

Burns shoved Nicole up on the roof, and she helped pull him to her level. He bumped his head on the ceiling and cursed, scrunching his head lower on his shoulders. Moving through the dark, cramped area, they listened to the frenzied movements of the Lycans beneath them.

Nicole tried to get her mind off the tiny, constricted area they had to creep through. She asked Burns, “You think the reporter’s right? That this was all started by one of those werewolf cults?”

“It may have just been something that got out of hand,” he answered. “But fanatics are pretty much the same all over the world. They see what they believe as right, and to hell with anyone else’s life. If someone gets in the way of their ideology, then they take them out. Look at 9/11. There was this one preacher who was infected, one we took down in Memphis. You remember him?”

“Nope,” she said. “Wasn’t paying attention to ideology, General. Just doing my job and shooting the enemy.”

“Well, he truly believed God wanted everyone to return to a more primitive way of life, a savage, animalistic state. This preacher was collecting vials of the virus, tinkering with it. He was arrested a few times, but his followers hid everything from the authorities, and he always got off of any charges. Nothing would stick because the evidence disappeared. Now there had to have been a hell of a lot of followers, within the police force, too, to hide that much stuff. And I have to admit, the guy was charismatic, and if you had a weak will, he could have convinced you that the world was falling into ruin because mankind had become too big for our britches. But I always saw beyond the mask. In his eyes, this preacher was ten ways to batshit crazy. You ever see a picture of Jim Jones?”

“Yeah. Creepy bastard.”

“So, yeah, Jones had that great face, so charismatic. He just had ‘it.’ But if you looked into his eyes for a while, you could see the demons lurking there. Under the skin, behind the religion. He was another kind of monster.”

“Manson had that, too,” Nicole said.

“Exactly. Someone like that decides everyone should revert to a primeval state, become their animal selves again to please some God. Then this virus comes along. Seems to do the job right easy, and they play with the formula. These people may be totally cracked, but they’re not stupid. They find a way to eliminate the necessity of lunar cycles, which, after all, would have controlled people’s states of being. It would have made them think about their actions every time they woke up in the morning with blood on their hands. Not so pretty to be an animal when you can see the gory results of your actions in the morning.”

Nicole added, “A lot of people killed themselves after those first two nights in Cincinnati.”

“Yeah, because their human emotions got in the way. Our friend the postulated preacher wouldn’t have liked that. He’d want to let everyone have the gift of becoming an animal. Not for just the night, but for always. Think of it. Get rid of television and the smut, get rid of politics, abortion, crime, adultery, murder. We’d be out of a job, because there’d be no military.”

Nicole said, “They eat, they kill, and they mate. That’s their life. Some life.”

They crawled the rest of the distance in silence. Occasionally, a drop of cold water dripped onto Nicole’s neck, and she started at the feeling. Finally, they reached the front of the train, and they hopped down to the ground between the tracks.

“Great,” Nicole said, heading over to her lover. “We’re all back together again.”

Alice said, “We all made it.”

“Not much danger,” Burns said. “Psychologically nasty, but nothing came for us.”

“Not yet, at least,” Alice mumbled.

Sandy rolled her eyes. The girl’s negativity was definitely getting to her. It almost made her sympathize with the late Craig Chew.

Taylor Burns said, “Not to break up our little reunion, but does anyone else smell gas again?”

“Yeah,” Nicole said. “Getting pretty strong, too.”

“Michael, we have very much farther to go?” Burns asked.

The homeless man said, “Maybe a quarter mile, then we can cross back to the sewers.”

“Okay. Then let’s do it fast,” Burns said.

They moved forward around another corner, passing ladders and watching every side for a sudden attack. The water around their feet grew darker and thicker. Passing a tunnel crossroad, Michael led them forward, not even looking in the left or right passages. They splashed as they moved, no matter how quiet they tried to be.

“Stop a second, everyone,” Nicole said, raising a hand. “I hear something.”

They all paused, and the splashing stopped. Behind them, in the darkness, they heard the noise. Something was swishing through the shallow water toward them, and moving at a good clip if the splattering noises were any indication. They turned their lights back toward the sounds, and several of them held their breath. Alice clutched at Beth, and the coach moved in front of the girl, shielding her from whatever was coming.

“We should be moving,” Burns stage-whispered out of the corner of his mouth. “The gas.”

“One calamity at a time,” Nicole said.

The splashing continued tracking toward them. The sound grew louder, more frenzied. Whatever was trailing them had picked up their scent and was determined to get to them.

“Hello?” asked a deep male voice from out of the dark tunnel. “Hello?”

“It’s a person,” Alice said with a huge sigh. Her hand went to her chest as if to slow down her racing heartbeat.

A figure slowly stepped into the beams of their flashlights, a man about six feet tall with dark brown hair and a trimmed beard. He wore the yellow jumpsuit of a sanitation worker and a hardhat. He stopped at the crossroads of the tunnels they had just passed, shielding his eyes from the lights.

“You’re human?” Burns asked, not lowering his gun.

The man nodded. “Yeah. Name’s Mark Tyree. I was working my shift when I got separated from the other guys. Rats, everywhere. Had to be millions of them.”

“Well, you can join us if you want,” Sandy offered. “We’re heading for Brooklyn.”

“I can help,” Tyree said with a disarming grin. “I know these sewers inside and out. Been working them damn near my whole life. There’s a shortcut ahead. If you just go…”

In a blur, a huge alligator sprung from the left tunnel of the crossroads, twisting its snout and biting down on the sanitation worker’s groin area. The man screamed, and the gator shook its head back and forth until there was a snap from Mark Tyree’s neck, and he hung in the reptile’s mouth like a rag doll. The alligator bit down harder, and blood flew from the man’s raggedy torso.

The group scurried away, but Burns raised his gun while retreating. Nicole immediately grabbed the end of it, swinging it to the wall.

“Gas, remember? Don’t fire your weapon.”

“Shit, sorry.”

As they ran away, farther down the corridor, Michael turned to John and said, “That look like our old friend to you?”

“He had the same smile,” John said. “Recognize it anywhere.”

They almost laughed. They stopped when they heard the crunching of the sanitation worker’s bones in the jaws of the huge alligator behind them. It didn’t seem so funny all of a sudden.
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The group had traversed the tracks before entering another tunnel, a passageway linking two lines of the subway. Michael still took point, recognizing landmarks and graffiti that led him to the next area on their journey.

Burns stepped closer to Nicole, who was speaking with Sandy in low tones. Overhead, another explosion rocked the tunnel with a bass note of doom, shaking dust onto the group of travelers. Burns watched the women’s faces, the way they shyly smiled at each other, the glint in their eyes. There was no doubt this was a pair of reunited lovers. Though the thought of the two women together in any intimate way was both exciting and disturbing to the general, he was glad to see Nicole in such good spirits. He hoped the feeling could last, even if only for a few more hours.

“Can an old man butt in for a minute?” he asked Sandy. “I need to talk with my soldier for a bit. If that’s, um, acceptable?”

“Of course it is, Taylor,” Sandy replied, giving him the grin of a patient, doting daughter. “I’ll go up there with Beth and Alice, see how the girl’s doing.”

He nodded, and she squeezed Nicole’s hand once, a display of strength and confidence. Afterwards, Sandy hurried ahead, glancing back at them only once before falling in step with the coach and her ward.

“The smell of that gas is getting pretty thick,” Burns said in a soft voice. “And I am getting extremely disturbed by all the rumbling overhead. After that street caved into the sewer, I don’t know how long the whole infrastructure can last.”

“You worried it’ll all fall down on us?”

“Well, yeah. Plus, with the gas and all those explosions up top…”

As if in confirmation, another blast rattled the group. Nicole put a hand out to steady herself against a wall.

“They’re coming pretty fast now,” he said.

“You think those are gas explosions? Main lines catching fire?”

He nodded, and she whistled.

“I do.”

“If those are gas mains exploding, then half of the Big Apple’s getting roasted like black marshmallows.”

He shook his head solemnly. “More like all of it. That many fires with no firefighters, most of the water mains probably busted, too – it will be an inferno up there.”

“If you’re trying to comfort me, you’re doing a piss poor job of it,” she said.

“Ain’t no comfort coming from me, just plain harsh facts. You know I wouldn’t sugarcoat anything.”

“I know, I know,” she said. “That much destruction, though. Like when Japan got hit with that earthquake and the tsunami, that kind of devastation – it staggers me. That’s all. I can’t wrap my head around that much death.”

“Yet you’re a dealer in death. You kill things, people, for a living.”

“It’s not quite so random and arbitrary,” she protested, as he knew she would. “I shoot when I need to, to protect the country. This shit storm we have erupting in the city is killing children, women, innocents.”

“I’m afraid with these explosions, it’s completely out of control.”

Another blast knocked them around in the tunnel. Alice fell to her knees ahead of them and had to be helped up by Beth and Sandy.

“And if any of those explosions ignite all this gas down here, we’re gonna end up crispy critters. What do you think?” she asked.

“Hey, Michael,” Burns shouted.

The homeless man headed to the back of the queue to join up with Burns and Nicole. He looked tired, his eyes red-rimmed and glassy. Nicole suspected he needed a drink or a fix of some sort, but she felt she couldn’t really judge him for it. She could use a stiff shot of bourbon herself. Something top shelf, preferably, but anything would do.

“How much farther until we get back to the subway tunnels?” Burns asked.

“Fifty feet or so till the door on the right. Few more minutes.”

“Does this door close tight?” Burns asked.

Michael nodded. “I think so. You worried about this gas? I sure as hell am. Smells strong in here.”

Another rumble from the world above them, showering them with mortar dust.

“Yeah, it’s troubling me.”

“Start a fire down here, it’ll spread through the air like a ball of flames, faster than the trains went, even. No way anyone could outrun it.”

“Hey, it’s still better than being on the streets, right?” Nicole asked, forcing her voice to sound cheerful.

Burns grunted as they came upon the exit on their right.

“Through here,” Michael said, opening the metal door.

One by one, they stepped through, onto a metal platform and down a small flight of stairs. It was definitely another subway tunnel. The emergency lights were nearly burned out, but the floor was still crisscrossed with tracks. Two hundred yards ahead of them, a subway train sat motionless and empty on the second set of rails. As Burns stepped into the doorway, bringing up the rear of the group, he tightly shut the door behind him. At the moment the door closed, a large quake shook him off balance, sending him down the stairs on his side. He lodged himself halfway down, stopping his roll and hitting his cheek on a metal railing. It sliced open a gash from his eye to his lower lips, and blood seeped down his face. He brushed at it, smearing it with the back of his hand. He could sense by years of experience that it wasn’t a bad wound and would close on its own. When he gained his bearings, the others rushed back to him.

“I’m okay,” he said. “Just banged up a little. Nicole, check that door. Is it closed solid?”

She pulled on the lever, and the door didn’t catch. It breezed open easily. When she tried to close it again, it stuck just before it sealed itself. The smell of gas seeped through the opening.

“Sorry, sir,” she said. “Looks like that last bang warped the frame or the hinge or something.”

Standing, Burns brushed himself off. The blood on his cheek dripped a bit from his pointed chin. Sandy ripped off a part of her shirt from around the bottom, forming a bandage. She wrapped it gently around the general’s face, sealing off the wound.

“That’ll do for now,” she said as the yellow T-shirt material blossomed with crimson from beneath. “You’re gonna need stitches when we get out of here.”

“Aw, it ain’t that bad,” he said, scowling.

The earth shook beneath them. From above, they heard the unmistakable scream of a dying city, a building falling to the ground.

“Anyone else noticing how much closer together these explosions are coming?” Howard asked.

“Yep,” Burns said. “Thanks, Sandy. Stop hovering. If we get out of here, I’ll stitch it up myself.”

“You’re so macho. I could drown in the excess testosterone.”

Burns made a noncommittal mumble, which caused Sandy to giggle in spite of her fear. She sounded so young to him at that moment.

“Well,” he said as Sandy moved next to Nicole. “We’d better get moving. That door ain’t gonna stop the gas leaks. Looking at those pipes along the walls, we may have even more potential for an explosion in here.”

The group didn’t need any more urging, but another quake from farther down the tunnel accentuated their precarious situation.
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Sandy nudged Nicole in the shoulder as she walked next to her and flashed her lover a bright smile. Nicole tried to keep her poker face on, but she couldn’t stop the sides of her mouth from twitching a bit. She nudged Sandy back, and Sandy felt the body armor and weapons still concealed under Nicole’s jacket. They clinked together, unknown quantities of ammunition or grenades or other instruments for killing. She knew these things were the stock in trade for a member of the Lycan Sniper Team, but they were also a reminder of what lurked beneath her lover’s veneer. On the surface, she was still Nicole, the face, the taut skin, the muscles, those eyes that Sandy had fallen for. But beneath that exterior shell, there was something harder, as though the military had provided her with a reverse exoskeleton – soft on the outside, tough and unbreakable within. Many times, Sandy had tried to pierce that armor, and she sometimes felt as if she’d succeeded. Tonight, Nicole was having none of it. She was in full-on protector mode.

And in this shadowy subway tunnel, surrounded by fires and death and destruction, Sandy wouldn’t have it any other way.

Nicole said, “Why don’t you go back with the others? It’s better if I’m not distracted.”

“Am I distracting you?”

“Yes.”

“Okay,” Sandy said, “I’ll join Beth and Alice.”

She stopped and let Nicole take the lead again, and she waited for the pair of women to join her. Alice was looking pretty rough around the edges, leaning into her coach, shaking a bit. Her eyes were half closed, and she seemed as if she could fall asleep at any moment. She forced Sandy to remember the way she had felt when Craig had wanted to knock her in the head to stop her screaming. It was almost a maternal feeling, a wish to protect something fragile from something savage. Still, she was a bit annoyed with the girl at the same time. She wanted to shake her and say, “Keep it together. You can lose your shit when we all get to safety.” Something prevented her from going that far, though. Probably the part of her that wanted to adopt every stray dog she saw on the streets. She often had to admit that she could be too much of a girly girl, but she also had to accept that this was the way she’d been constructed. Just as being gay was an indelible part of her, so was this nurturing instinct.

“How are you two doing?” she asked.

Beth said, “Better, I think. We’ve had a little time to catch our breath, even with the smell of this gas.”

“It makes me sleepy,” Alice said with a wide yawn. “I wish we could rest.”

“We will when we get somewhere safe,” Sandy said. “You just hang in there until we do.”

“I’ll try,” the girl whined, the frustration pinching her voice and causing it to go higher in tone. “But it’s hard. And probably stupid. We’re all going to die, you know.”

The urge to give the girl a quick smack in the face welled up in Sandy, and she shoved it back down again, thinking, I won’t end up like Craig. I can’t let myself be dragged down to that Neanderthal’s level.

Instead, she forced herself to grin and said, “I’m going to talk to Howard a little.”

“Okay,” Beth said.

Howard was behind them, so Sandy waited in place a bit and let him catch up with her. He was also looking tired, with red circles around his large, kind eyes. He dragged his long pole a bit, as though it was getting heavy.

“As the self-appointed group cheerleader,” Sandy said, “I’m here to check up on you. Yay team, and all that crap.”

“Oh, I’m all right,” he said, slowing down a bit.

“Faster,” Burns cried from behind him. “We need to keep moving faster.”

“We’re all tired,” Sandy said, picking up their pace a little. “But it can’t be much farther.”

John Creed joined them, keeping in step, and he said, “You know, this is probably all futile, all this running. I’ve written enough stories in the past about people trying to get out of bad situations – Darfur, Chechnya – and it rarely ends well.”

“Thanks for totally ruining all my valiant cheerleading attempts,” Sandy grumbled, even though in her heart she knew he was probably right.

“Oh, there’s still a chance of us getting to Brooklyn. My man Michael up there,” he said, nodding to the front of the line, “and your gal Nicole are doing their best. Only, what’s going to be in Brooklyn when we get there?”

“I’m trying real hard not to think about it,” Howard said. “Jeez, are you always such a downer?”

“Yeah, I am. You see enough garbage in this world, it’s hard to pick up on the nice human interest bullshit. You tend to see the things that are dark and bleak and hopeless and depressing. News, in other words.”

“The jaded journalist,” Sandy said. “Such a cliché. Ever since His Girl Friday.”

“Great movie,” John said with a nod. “Even if it is a remake. But the real world of journalism is a lot nastier. People always profess to want to see nice stories, stories that make them feel good about their fellow humans. But what sells the most papers or gets the most hits online? Serial killers, celebrities in downward spirals, and natural disasters. It’s a sad truth.”

“But those are just things that catch people’s interest,” Sandy said.

Howard agreed. “Hey, I love me a good Charlie Sheen scandal.”

“But if you want to believe in the happy-happy crap, like we’re gonna leave this tunnel and be embraced into Brooklyn’s welcoming arms and all the mutants are miraculously killed, you’ve got a sad awakening coming to you, Sandy.”

“You think it’s spread to the other boroughs?” Howard asked.

“Hey, if we can walk through a sewer tunnel to Brooklyn, who’s to say the rats haven’t already done so? I haven’t seen many of them around lately.”

“You’re right,” Sandy said. “Still, a girl needs to hope. Without that…”

“I know,” John said, reaching over and squeezing her shoulder. “I want to believe it, too. Only my damn clichéd journalistic pessimism keeps intruding.”

“What do you think, Taylor?” Sandy asked, turning to face Burns and walking backwards.

“I think the faster we can get out of here the better our chances. Pick up the pace.”

She saluted him, said, “Yes, sir.”

He mumbled, “Damn it, I wish I had a cigar.”
  


Chapter 45
 

 


7:30 p.m.

 


The band of survivors had nearly reached the stalled subway car when the biggest explosion yet hurled them all to the ground. The noise was deafening, and Burns swiveled back to see the metal door that had allowed them ingress from the sewer to the subway, now blown off its hinges. A fireball the size of his living room burst into the tunnel behind them. The flames leapt into their world, then back into the sewer, as if sucked back into a dragon’s maw. Bricks shot out of the walls, and several of the pipes running down the cavernous passage caught fire, the flames licking their way down the iron in search of a perforation.

He knew if the conflagration entered those pipes, their group would be engulfed in a searing ball of fire that would traverse the tunnel like a bullet through the barrel of a gun. It would sweep across everything in seconds, turn everything to cinders.

“Move it!” he screamed. “Get in that subway car up there. Now, now, now!”

The group was on their feet and running toward the empty car. Nicole arrived first and turned to help the others get inside. She knew what was coming, heard it in the rumble from the dark area at the other end of the tunnel. The gas mains were broken open, and there was going to be a huge fire any minute. They’d all be burned alive if they didn’t get to safety, and the subway train was the only thing in sight that might keep out the flames.

Might.

The cluster of runners fumbled over each other, and Sandy arrived at the car first. Nicole grabbed her arm and pulled her into the car. She immediately hurried to a position between two seats, stepping over a corpse that lay mostly eaten in the center aisle. It was stripped nearly to the bone, so she couldn’t even tell if it had been a man or a woman.

Michael was next, and he stood just inside the doorway for a moment, gathering his bearings. He cried out at the sight of the body in the aisle. Nicole had to tell him to hurry and proceed inside and hunker down between the seats. He moved at her order, and she helped John up. The journalist immediately headed for a place next to a solid wall. He noticed claw marks along the interior, scratched into the plastic and metal walls of the train. The Lycanthropes had been here, had done their dirty work, and had left already.

Howard fluidly jumped into the car, his movements graceful, his landing adept. He tumbled to a place near a wall between tall plastic seats. His white eyes looked around the gloom and focused on Sandy.

Nicole barked out orders as she lifted Beth into the car. “Get down between seats, away from any windows. Cover your neck with your hands, and put your head down between your legs.”

“Where’s Alice?” Beth shouted, noticing the girl wasn’t behind her where she’d thought she was. “Oh my God, where’s Alice?”

She pushed her way back out of the subway car, slapping away Nicole’s grasping hands.

“Beth!” she cried.

“She’s my responsibility.”

Taylor Burns jumped into the car, looked behind him to see exactly what he dreaded the most.

Alice knelt on the ground, her foot caught between two diverging rails. She was frantically yanking on her trapped ankle, but it was lodged in tightly. Beth was hurrying for her, but behind both of them, a couple of hundred yards back, the entire tunnel filled with flames. The explosion gave a huge whumph!

Beth was knocked to the ground.

Suddenly, as in combat, Burns saw everything moving in slow motion.

He grabbed Nicole by the waist and shoved her into the car, where she landed in the aisle, one hand plummeting into the bloody ribcage of the corpse. She lifted her hand, looked at the gore covering it, and used her feet to scooch herself between two seats, away from the disgusting carcass.

Beth rose to her knees, her eyes drawn to the girl who’d been left in her care, her star player, her friend. Alice tugged at her foot, only implanting it farther between the tracks. She was focusing on extracting herself from this trap and was unaware of the wall of twirling flames speeding down the corridor at her. Beth cried out her name, dove into a forward lunge.

Burns watched in horror as the fireball swooped down the tunnel like one of the four horsemen of the apocalypse. It was closer by the millisecond, and it reached all the way from one side of the tunnel to the other, burning everything in its path.

Beth ran forward a step. The dust on the floor raised in tiny puffs. Her other hand reached out for Alice as the girl heard the loud whooshing sound behind her. She started to turn, her black hair spindling out in graceful arcs as Beth’s second foot fell with a slam against the ground.

Burns shifted, ducked inside the protective subway car. He was shouting, but the sound of the burning ball of gas overwhelmed his words. Only Nicole saw his mouth moving, and she wondered what he was saying. His face was red with adrenaline as he dove to a space in between two seats away from any windows.

Beth took another step, was gaining ground, but the fireball was much faster.

The gas pipes running alongside the tracks on the tunnel walls burst open with small sparkling eruptions of flames. The metal twisted and bent outwards, fireworks of natural gas popping one after another down the corridor, traveling ahead of the mass of flames and heat. It bypassed Alice, heading directly down the tracks of the line.

As Alice finally turned the whole way around, twisting her foot into a painful position, she saw the wall-shaped inferno roiling toward her. She opened her mouth to scream, and the air was sucked from her lungs, collapsing them at the same time the flames smashed into her. Her hair burned away in half a second. Her eyes boiled and exploded from their sockets, and her skin turned black and peeled, sloughing from the bone in large chunks of well-done meat.

Burns covered his head with his coat and curled into a fetal position, giving Nicole a sharp kick as he did so.

Beth had almost stopped running, was trying to turn back toward the subway car, when the tsunami of flames hit her.

She thought, This is it, then. This is death. Oh my dear Lord, it hurts so much.

But it didn’t hurt for long.

First, her gold cross flared with heat, scalding a religious brand between her breasts, and her earrings became so hot they liquefied her earlobes before dropping into melting silver puddles at her feet. Her crackling skin almost evaporated in the horrific heat. Her bones were instantly charred black, and the cartilage holding them together melted with the inferno. Her skeleton collapsed in a smoking heap as the fireball swept past her.

The blazing wall of flaming gas rolled forward, blasting against the side of the subway train. The force of its collision shifted the cars, pitching them off the tracks until they toppled onto one side. Couplings split apart or welded together. The sound of metal scraping against metal overwhelmed any other sound. The windows exploded inwards, covering the five survivors in shards of glass.

Nicole screamed, trying to hold on to one of the seats. The heat from the gas ball had turned the metal legs of the chairs into searing hot burners, and she screeched as the palm of her hand was scalded.

The train car groaned, tipping over onto its side. Now, the fireball was concentrated on the bottom of the car, and the people inside were tumbled end over end. Whenever one of them touched metal with bare skin, they screamed, and the smell of burnt flesh filled the cabin. Howard felt pieces of the windows lodge in his neck and hands as he tried to stop himself from rolling down the aisle. He fell over on his side, and John and Michael dropped next to him, their legs swimming into a pool of broken glass.

The fireball wasn’t done with the train. It toyed with it further, angling it away from the other cars, snapping its couplings and sending it screeching across the tracks in a shower of bright sparks. The sparks set off smaller explosions, little pops, like bottle rockets.

Nicole rolled several feet down the aisle, her legs entwined with the ribcage of the corpse, which was sizzling on the floor, cooking from the skillet-like heat of the bottom – now the side – of the car. She kicked at it, tried to stop herself by grasping at one of the metal poles that ran from ceiling to floor. With a cry of pain, she withdrew her hand from the searing metal, losing some of the skin on her palm. One of the seats was raked with claw marks, and she got her fingers into the edge of one. The orange plastic held. Her arm was nearly jerked out of its socket when she stopped herself.

Howard, Michael, and John had clasped hands, each holding on like a chain as the car tumbled onto its side and screeched across the ground of the tunnel. There was a jerk when it broke apart from the other subway cars, and John fell backwards, against the broken window that was suddenly beneath him. A shard of glass six inches long sliced into the top of his shoulder, and he screamed, reaching out a hand to try to recapture the rest of the group.

Sandy tumbled, her jacket getting caught around her face so that she couldn’t see anything. She rebounded between seats in the aisle, falling blindly across one when the car overturned. She found herself one seat over from John, Howard, and Michael, and she called out to them. She could hear the glass beneath her feet as she tried to right herself, but by the time she got the jacket off of her head, she was falling again, the car skidding on its side, pushed forward beside the tracks by the force of the fireball.

Taylor Burns held onto the side of the seat he was crouched behind, his legs stretched out to the one in front of him. When the wall of fire hit the side of the car, he saw the flames leap in a furious ballet at the windows, then the whole world started to reel. He shoved his legs out farther, securing himself between the seats, and he held the position until the car decoupled from the others, lurching onto its side and skidding ahead along the path of the tunnel. He fell to his left, tumbled end over end down the length of the car, bumping into Nicole at the other side. Along the way, everything in his jacket was shaken loose, and weapons and ammunition clattered all over the cab.

Including the two grenades, both of which bounced to the other end of the car.

Fire enveloped the train, and the air became stifling hot. It was difficult to breathe, and the survivors all reached out for some sort of human contact. Nicole and Burns held on to each other, using their legs as leverage, the soles of their shoes melting against the hot metal of the seats.

Burns shouted, “The grenades!”

The noise of the fire and explosions was so loud Nicole couldn’t hear him, even from only a few feet away. She gave him a puzzled look.

The subway car came to a stop, hitting the far wall of the tunnel, and all of the survivors tumbled into the aisle, extricated from their moorings. The fireball continued down the tunnel, away from them. Everything inside the car was hot to the touch, and the rubber floorings were melting into a sticky pond of goo.

Burns was the first to cry out in the sudden silence. “Grenade!”

He shoved at Nicole, pushing her toward the back exit, screaming for her to get out of the car.

He knew that with the intense heat, the ammunition or the grenades could explode at any moment.

He grabbed Sandy’s hand as the first round of ammunition fired within the cab, winging off the walls. It pinged twice, then shot out a somehow-still-intact window in a flowering of glass shards. Sandy ducked her head instinctively, but Burns pulled her around himself, shoving her toward the exit where Nicole waited to give her a hand.

He moved farther down the aisle until he saw John against the wall. A second round got hot enough to blow, and another bullet ricocheted around the cab, pinging with each change in direction. Burns fell behind one of the seats where the bullet eventually lodged. He grasped John by the shoulders, and then pulled his hand back when it encountered something sharp. John cried out, and Burns saw the shard of glass buried in the meat of the man’s shoulder. He gave John a hearty push.

“Get to the exit in the back!” he shouted, unsure if the man could hear him. At least he would see the urgency in his eyes. “The other end has two very hot grenades in it.”

That got them moving, fumbling and crawling over each other, trying to avoid the melted rubber on the floor. Michael was rushing beside Burns when another round of ammunition heated up enough to fire, smashing a window. Then another shot went off from someplace in the car, and all three men ducked their heads in unison as they scurried to the back exit.

Burns snarled orders at them. “Hurry up, faster, faster. Do you wanna die?” He didn’t know if they could hear him over the distant roar of the departing fireball and the whiz-bang of rounds of ammo heating up and shooting off.

Howard shouted as he leapt from the back of the subway car, landing in a crouch beside the rails on the ground. He felt disoriented, as though his whole world had been capsized and shaken up.

Nicole and Sandy had fled about fifty yards away from the subway and farther from the fire wall that was nearly out of sight down the tunnel. They shouted for Howard to hurry up, to get away from the train in case something else went off within it.

John was getting ready to leap from the back of the car when another bullet reached its firing temperature and exploded. It ricocheted off the walls twice before slamming into John’s back. The reporter screamed in surprise and fell forward out of the car. His face hit the ground with the sound of crunching bone, and he knew his nose was broken. He saw stars for a moment, before he heard the slapping of Michael’s feet as he jumped to safety.

Burns gave the subway car a final look, searching for the grenades. They had been lucky the things hadn’t gone off, but he wondered if they had melted into the rubber of the floor. He hopped to the ground, caught his breath, and scooped John up under one arm and Michael under the other. John’s face was a Rorschach of blood. Burns pulled the two of them away from the car at the same moment he heard the explosives go off.

The three men were knocked forward by the double blast, one grenade going off directly after the other. The front end of the subway car burst into thousands of pieces, each flying in different directions. A seat went soaring over the three men’s heads as they lay prone, and Burns tried to cover the two civilians under his arms. One metal handrail zinged over them, landing near Nicole, Sandy, and Howard’s hiding place. Another slammed into John’s side, further injuring the reporter.

“Oh no,” Burns said, feeling John gasp for breath.

In moments, the debris had all landed, and dust clouded up the area so it was difficult to see. Burns turned toward John, who was lying on his face, his arms spread out next to him. His right shoulder was bleeding where a large piece of glass had impaled him.

Gently, Burns turned him on his side. John coughed, and gore splattered down Burns’ front. The reporter’s face was crushed inwards, and several of his teeth were either broken or shattered.

“Aw, shit, man,” Burns said. “Here, hold still, this is gonna hurt like a bitch.”

“What?” John muttered through shattered teeth.

Burns pinched the piece of glass emerging from the reporter’s back and gently pulled it out of his shoulder muscle. It bled a bit more, but it didn’t seem as though it had severed an artery or anything too vital. John rolled onto his back with a sigh and a grimace.

“It would… have… made a… terrific… story,” John gasped, moving his bloody lips like a fish out of water, gasping for air.

“It’s not over yet,” Burns said while the others gathered around the bleeding man. “You’re hurt, but you’re not dead. Leastwise not yet. Can you stand?”

“Don’t… think so,” John said, but Burns was already lifting him to his feet. He cried out in pain as a sharp stabbing sensation pierced his body.

“Sure you can. Look at you,” Burns said.

“Let me,” Michael said. “Let me help him.”

“Sure you can handle him? He’s kind of heavy.”

“I’ll try,” Michael answered, and he looped John’s arm around his shoulder. “Yeah, I can do it.”

“Good.”

“I’m… going to die,” John said, looking into Michael’s dark eyes. “You know that… right?”

“No one else dies,” Burns said. “That’s an order.”

“We’re making it out of here together,” Michael said, taking a few tentative steps while holding John up. He was pleasantly surprised that the reporter shuffled right along with him.

“I want… you to make… a life for yourself out there. You… you’re a good man. You… deserve more than this… shit. I need to… hear it from… you… from your own… lips.”

“What? What do you need to hear me say?”

“That this isn’t… all there is for you. That you’ll… get out of here alive… and you’ll help other people. The way… you helped me. You won’t… fall backwards. Not back… to that life. Not… to that.”

“I promise you I won’t. Only, we’ll both get out of here, John. I’ll survive, and so will you and I’ll be someone again. I won’t go back to the underground. I swear it.”

The reporter smiled through broken teeth, then coughed up a wad of blood and spit it across the tracks. When he finished choking, he said, “Good. That’s… good.”

“Now we need to get this party started again,” Burns said. “You guys think you can keep up with the rest of us?”

John said, “No.”

“We’ll keep up fine,” Michael said. “Just keep the sprinting down to a minimum. Think we can rest a bit? Get our bearings?”

“We need to keep moving,” Nicole suggested. “I’m sorry for being so blunt, but there it is. We have to get somewhere safe or we’ll all end up like Alice and Beth.”

Burns turned toward Michael. “You ready to lead us out?”

“I don’t feel like much of a leader right now,” Michael said, shrugging his shoulder to get a better grip on John.

“Maybe not, but our reporter friend isn’t doing so well. Let’s get him to someplace better, where he can get some medical attention. What do you say?” Burns asked, extending his hand.

Michael peered at it, then nodded. He took the general’s big hand in his and shook it.

“We’ll have to follow the fire now,” Michael said, pointing down the blackened walls of the subway tunnel. “Brooklyn’s that way. If we’re going to get to the East River, then that’s the direction we need to go.”

Burns sniffed the air, said, “I don’t smell the gas anymore. Or at least, not so much.”

Howard said, “The fire probably burned it all out. That’s a good thing, isn’t it?”

Burns nodded. “Probably. Don’t see how it can be that bad.”

“Let’s go,” Michael said. He wanted to move, to get rid of some of this adrenaline.

John groaned as they took a few steps, but his legs seemed to be working fine.

Michael squinted, wanted to get these people someplace where they’d finally be safe.

If there was such a place anymore.

“This way,” he said, and he walked away from the crippled train and into the darkened tunnel. “Come on.”

No one said a word. They listened to him, and they followed.
  


Chapter 46
 

 


8:40 p.m.

 


The group had been walking for ten minutes, following the trail of the fireball that had left the brick walls tarnished with soot and everything else in its path scorched or burned to smoldering crisps. They stumbled across several bodies along the tracks, although it was difficult to tell if they were human or bestial. They were burned beyond recognition, their limbs twisted, their bones black as coal. Sometimes, the skulls were all that was left, and these gave clues as to the original state of the corpses. The extra-long snouts and all the teeth lining the jaws exposed many as Lycanthropes caught in the flare of the gas explosions, but others retained the rounded skulls of humans trapped by the flash fire.

They still heard rumblings overhead, explosions muffled by the earth separating the tunnel from the streets of the city. They were less frequent now, as though the fires had fizzled out, the gas in the pipes depleted. Still, every once in a while, a fair-sized tremor would rock the little group, and they would stop in their tracks.

They were quiet as they moved. Sandy and Nicole walked in the lead, followed by Howard, then Michael, still supporting John, while Burns kept watch on their backs, rotating his upper torso to the rear, then back. Once, Sandy reached for Nicole’s hand, and the soldier shook it off. Her Colt was the last of their weapons, other than poles and sharpened, twisted pieces of metal. The shotgun was bent at the barrel during the explosion on the train, left to burn in the subway car, and all of Burns’ weaponry had been destroyed during their escape from the fireball. He’d been reduced to carrying John’s long pole and feeling pretty silly. Also, more than a little vulnerable to attack.

But the gas explosion and fire seemed to have cleared the tunnels of Lycanthropic creatures. They hadn’t made an appearance in more than ten minutes. Burns figured they were probably wary of the tunnel after the blast, but he also knew they’d get bolder and more intrepid as the night went on, sniffing out fresh prey. At some point, they would return to their furious search. At the rate they were sweating, Burns figured the beasts could smell the group at the surface.

“And then there were six,” Howard said, finally breaking the silence as they walked.

Sandy turned and tried to give him a reassuring smile, but it came out as a grimace. She said, “Try not to focus on it.”

“Hard to think about anything else. I keep seeing their faces – Beth and Sylvia, Alice, even that jerk Craig.”

“Hey,” John croaked. “I’m… still here.”

“Barely,” Michael said. He was noticing John was walking a little straighter, regaining some of his strength.

“Push on,” Burns said. “It’s all we can do. Survive this night, and we can tell all the stories we want to tell about them.”

“I do wish they all were still with us,” Michael said. “But what can you do?”

They passed another subway train that had been hit and scoured by the fireball. Three of the cars lay on their sides, and there were still small blue flames sputtering on the melted orange plastic seats, goo dripping from them like candle wax.

“Where are the bodies?” Sandy asked, looking around the demolished cars. “Shouldn’t there be bodies?”

“Maybe they were all changed when the rats swept through,” Nicole suggested. “Try to think of something else.” Her eyes darted around the corridor.

“Like what?”

“Think about us,” Nicole suggested, and she looked at her girlfriend. The strength of her devotion shined through her eyes as she allowed herself a brief respite from her lookout duties. She stroked Sandy’s chin. “Maybe think about the baby you wanted.”

“Yeah, that I wanted. Seems to me you weren’t having any part of that – what did you call it? – oh, yeah, maternal bullshit.”

“Sweetheart, if we get out of this alive, I am totally willing to work with you. We’ll have that kid, and I’ll be the best mom I can be. I don’t know how far that can go, but I’ll try.”

Sandy gave her a quick squeeze, but she was serious when she released her. “But who’d want to bring a child into a world like this? I mean, whatever the world’s like now. I don’t know if I can do it in good conscience.”

“I’m just saying I’m willing,” Nicole said, and she snapped her attention back to watching out for lurking monsters. The gun in her hand was starting to feel heavy after carrying a weapon for so long. As a sniper, she was accustomed to having a tripod, someplace to rest her gun. Even when she was on a mission routing out a nest, it would only last a half hour or so. Plus, she could feel her adrenaline levels lowering, and she was getting tired and cranky and hungry. She suggested they split whatever junk food remained in the backpacks and everyone agreed, tearing into the beef jerky and Hostess cupcakes like the primeval monsters that chased them. John had some problems with anything hard; his broken teeth prevented him from devouring the beef jerky, but he went through four mini-cakes. The sugar in them revived him somewhat. Soon, the food was gone, and they resumed their trek toward Brooklyn.

Sandy didn’t stop talking, all through the so-called meal, as though her words were keeping her mind off the problems at hand. Maybe they were. But they also reminded everyone else about what they might be facing when they reached the surface again. Family, friends, neighbors – all of them were probably dead or altered by the new strain of virus.

“What are we going to see up there once we get aboveground?” Sandy jabbered away. “How much of the city will actually be left standing? I know the military is on the job, trying to keep it contained, but if we’re able to escape from the city, then what else is getting out right now as well?”

“I’m pretty scared of that, too,” Howard said. “I mean, if we make it out – and that’s a pretty big ‘if’ right now – what’re we going to do afterwards? We can’t just go back to our lives the way we were living them. I mean, there’s no dance company left now, no shows at all, so I am out of a job, out of my only real way of being happy. That’s really my only skill. I don’t have a lot more I can do to help.”

“You were pretty good in a scrap,” Burns said gruffly. He was getting tired of the whining and worrying. Certainly, he was scared, too, but he refused to show it. He noticed Nicole had adopted the same indifferent, half blank and half bravado Army expression he wore, and he wanted to slap her on the back and say, “That’s my girl!” Instead, he kept watching their tails and said, “Let’s focus on what’s important right now, can we? No more brooding or moping. We need to get to the river and get on that helicopter. We need to carry on. Once we’re out of here and in a safe place, we can worry about the fall of society. Okay?”

Nicole nodded agreement. “Okay,” she said.

“Yeah, okay,” Michael added.

“Any more cupcakes?” John asked.

They moved on in silence, broken only by the occasional crackling of an extant small fire. Once, they had to step over three charred corpses, lying on the ground in running positions. The fireball had caught them in the process of fleeing from it, the bodies trapped forever in Pompeii death poses. Sandy’s foot brushed against one of them, and the black ashes of skin sprinkled to the ground like soot-covered snowflakes, exposing the white bones beneath. She shivered and moved on, staying close to Nicole.

“Can I just say how scared I am right now?” she asked her lover.

“I’m scared, too, baby.”

“But you don’t look it. You’ve got your sniper face on, like nothing could ever bother you. It’s kind of disturbing.”

“You can’t see my insides,” Nicole said, and her face lost its gravitas for a moment. Her frightened eyes and twisted mouth briefly exposed the emotion hidden beneath her sober demeanor, exactly as the disturbed ashes had exposed the femur of the luckless fire victim farther back in the tunnel. In a heartbeat, the wariness in her eyes yielded again, like a veil of levelheaded reliability dropping. She was once again a warrior, alert and ready for danger. The dichotomy of the two personalities shimmering back and forth was a revelation to Sandy, exposing both sides of her girlfriend – the vulnerable and the rock solid combatant. She realized she had always known these two people lived in Nicole’s personality, but she’d never seen them gel together so seamlessly.

“I know you’ll do your best,” Sandy said, touching Nicole’s arm.

Nicole gave her a sharp nod and continued down the corridor. She said, “Why don’t you go back and visit with Howard a while, stay away from the front line, so to speak. It’s not that I don’t want you around, baby, but if something comes at us…”

“Okay.”

When she waited and stepped between Howard and Michael and John, she asked, “How are you guys doing?”

Michael answered, “Hanging in there. I mean, really, what’ve I got to lose?”

“Don’t lose me,” John said with a grin.

“Never, buddy,” Michael grinned. “You’re stuck to me till you make me famous.”

Howard said, “But you don’t feel any need to just stop, do you? You don’t wanna sit down and give up?”

“No,” he answered, shaking his head. “I need to get you folks out of here first. That’s my real purpose right now, helping you guys. Once I get you up top, safe and sound, we’ll see. Maybe it’ll all catch up to me. We’ll have to see.”

“I’m okay,” Howard said. “Feel pretty good with the military on our side. Your girlfriend’s one tough bundle of woman, you know that?”

“Oh, yeah, I know. Didn’t get to really see it till today, but I feel like I’m looking under her protective coating for the first time, like she’s peeling back the hard layers and exposing herself.”

“You’ve never seen her in action?” Howard asked.

“No. Just heard stories.”

He raised his eyebrows. “I got to admit, it’s kind of hot. Tough woman taking charge. She knows what she’s doing. So does Burns.”

“What’re you going to do when we reach Brooklyn, Howard?”

“Don’t know, do I? Figure I’ll see how this virus has spread. I’m thinking going home might be nice. Suddenly, the small town life doesn’t seem so boring and sheltered anymore. Or maybe boring and sheltered is just sounding better to me.”

Michael saw something in the distance, and he squinted to get a better view. While they passed a metal staircase leading upwards and one huge pipe dripping dirty water, he rushed ahead of Nicole, who shouted for him to get back behind her. He ignored her demands, and he swiftly moved out of the view of their lights. His own headlamp became a bobbing gleam in the darkness, brushing across something.

“Oh, no, no, no,” Sandy heard him cry.

The rest of the group rushed forward until they were standing behind him, swiveling their flashlights across a huge barrier. The roof had collapsed into the subway tunnel, probably because of the gas explosions, and the entire passageway was blocked by a mass of concrete, dirt, wood, and iron beams. Several burnt corpses were splayed around the obstruction, their arms spread wide, their skin turned to black ash.

“They were trying to claw their way through,” Nicole said of the corpses. “That’s what they were doing when the fireball hit them.”

“What’s this mean?” Burns asked Michael. “There’s a way around this, right? We can still get through to the East River?”

The homeless man shook his head. “No,” he said, dropping to his knees in front of the obstacle. “I don’t know any other way across. This connected with the sewer farther on, and that would have taken us straight into Brooklyn.”

“So, what do we do now?” Howard asked. “We still need to get out of here.”

Above them, something rumbled – another explosion or a towering building giving in to the pull of gravity.

“We go up,” Michael said.

“To the surface?” Howard shouted. “That’s suicide.”

“There’s no other way around,” Michael explained. “Not that I know of.”

The rumbling above them ceased, but the dust still fell from the ceiling of the tunnel, shaken loose by the shockwaves on the surface of the city. Almost as one, the survivors raised their eyes upwards, as if they could see through the layers of earth and concrete to get a view of what was happening.

“We have to head up,” Michael reiterated.

“I saw stairs back there a little ways,” Burns said, motioning with his thumb. “Can we use those?”

Michael nodded. “Yeah. They’ll take you to the next tunnel above us, which heads the opposite direction, but then we’ll either have to use a manhole to get to the surface or find some other way, and I have no clue what that might be.”

“Looks like we don’t have a choice,” Burns said. “Let’s go back, take those stairs, and look for a way to the surface.”

Howard said, “Man, I do not want to go up there. I haven’t seen it, like you guys have, but I can hear it, and it sounds like Hell on Earth.”

“It is,” Burns grunted. “I’m not gonna mince words. It’s dangerous as shit up there, but what else can we do? We can’t stay down here. If the Army decides to nuke Manhattan, and that’s a serious possibility now, then we’re fucked down here. Maybe they’ll just use napalm, burn the city to the ground. In that case, we’ll all slowly die of smoke inhalation. Or those creatures will all seek refuge down here, tear us to pieces. These are the choices, folks, and I’d rather take my chance fighting up top than dying like a damn coward down here.”

“I am a coward,” Michael said, and Sandy noticed how hard he was shaking. “I freely admit it. I only got a glimpse a bunch of hours ago at what was going on in the city. I can’t fight my way through there. I really can’t.”

She sat next to him, took his hand in hers and stroked the back of it.

“Michael, you’ve come so far, led us almost the whole way. You’re giving up now that we’re so close?”

“Close doesn’t count when there are hundreds of thousands of those things out there. It’s better down here. Safer. The tunnels have been my home for so long, and I know them. We haven’t seen any of those creatures for a while now. Maybe they’re all scared to come down here after the fire.”

“It’s only for a little while. They’ll be back. You can bet on it,” Sandy said. “In the meantime, let’s take advantage of the fact that they aren’t down here to make a run for somewhere safe.”

“No such place,” he said, shaking his head.

“Well, then let’s make it to someplace safer, where there are more people.”

“What about me?” John asked, his voice quiet. Everyone turned to the reporter. He looked terrible, face and mouth covered in drying blood, the wound on his shoulder seeping crimson, his clothes torn in many places. He continued, “I don’t know if I can run. You’ll have to leave me.”

“No one gets left behind,” Burns said automatically. “Not the way we roll.”

“I’ll help you,” Michael said, his concern switching from himself to John. “You just need to balance a bit.”

“And I can get your other side,” Howard volunteered. “We’ll move you fast enough. Don’t worry.”

“You’d be better off without me,” the reporter said.

“But we wouldn’t be the same,” Sandy said. “All for one, huh?”

“But you have to promise me something,” John said. “If I get too heavy or I get in the way, you have to cut me loose. I don’t want anyone else getting killed because I can’t keep up.”

“If it comes to that, we’ll find you a place you can hold them off,” Burns said. “Or we’ll do whatever’s best for the group.”

“You promise?”

Sandy said, “We promise. But it won’t happen. We’re all getting out of this alive.”

Burns tested his cell phone again, trying to call on Tommy, the helicopter pilot. There was still no signal. He cursed, then said, “Okay, if we can get to the surface, I might get through to the helicopter on this. Then, we just need to survive until Tommy shows up and lifts us out of the city. It ain’t much of a plan, but it’s better than sitting here and waiting to die. Okay?”

He looked around at the group, their eyes wide with apprehension, terrified to move and terrified not to move. He grinned at them, wishing desperately for a cigar. He put everything into that grin, exuding a feigned confidence that belied his inner trepidation. It was a brilliant performance. Even though everyone in the group knew he was playing the part of a confident leader, they all reacted as he had hoped.

“Hell yeah,” Howard said. “We’re this close. Let’s keep going.”

Nicole added, “I’m here with you.”

“And you’re not losing me, sweetie,” Sandy said, kissing her girlfriend on the cheek. “I’ll follow you into Hell.”

“That’s pretty much what we’re doing,” she replied. “Michael? John? You with us? We could really use you to get us through these last tunnels and up to the streets.”

Michael paused, seemingly weighing his options, and then he nodded. “All right. I’ll trust you.”

“And since these guys are dragging my useless carcass with them, I don’t have much choice, do I?” John asked, trying to lighten the mood a bit, even though he was feeling weaker by the moment.

“Well, all right then,” Burns said, drawling like John Wayne even more than usual. “Let’s mosey on back and start climbing.”

As they headed back toward the metal staircase behind them, the earth shook a bit from the force of something blowing up in the streets above their heads. The dust rained down on them for a moment, but Burns nudged them all forward.

Please, he thought. Let this be the right thing to do. I don’t wanna be leading all these people to their deaths.

The aftershocks rumbled through the tunnels, reverberating off the walls.

And the group ascended the staircase, heading up to the surface.
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They were all getting tired as they climbed the shaky staircase, moving past the huge corrugated pipe which was still belching thick, black water. The stairs shook a bit, loosened from the moorings in the brick walls by the various blasts and fires that had rocked the subway. Still it held, and the group found itself in a much smaller tunnel, where they had to walk single file. This was a part of the sewer system, but the concrete was dry, although cracked in places because of the pressure placed upon it by the disaster.

John found it difficult without someone to support him, but he managed fairly well. Encouraged by his momentary success, he started to think he would be all right, that he could actually keep up with the others.

“Go this way,” Michael said, pointing. “There should be a second set of stairs in a bit, and we take that to get to the manholes.”

Nicole pushed past him, once again taking the lead. She had recently counted her ammunition, and she was down to four bullets in the Colt’s magazine. It wasn’t a very comforting thought. She’d witnessed the hordes of creatures in the streets, and she knew this was woefully inadequate to fight them off. She said a little prayer that maybe they would discover an isolated spot, someplace that wasn’t overrun with the beasts. She knew she was just whistling in the dark, but she prayed just the same. The rest of the crowd fell in behind her, with Burns procuring the hind position.

They had some trouble with the weapons they had created out of the long poles on the subway. They were large and unwieldy, clanging against the sides of the narrow sewer tunnel, scraping along the concrete. The passage grew tighter, and they had to hold the poles out in front of themselves at an angle. Michael, always ready to help John, really had issues holding his pole. Finally, he just dragged it behind him as he offered a shoulder to his friend.

“I hope we don’t get attacked now,” Howard told Sandy. “Can’t swing a cat in here, let alone this thing.”

They had traveled fifty yards when the wall to their right opened up into a gaping hole. Bricks and mortar were scattered all around the gap. It looked as though a gas explosion had created an entrance to the next tunnel over.

“Where’s that lead?” he asked.

Michael shrugged. “It wasn’t there yesterday. Let me check it out.”

Before anyone could argue with him or try to change his mind, he darted into the hole, ducking his head so he wouldn’t hit it against the bricks at the top. As he turned a corner, his headlamp disappeared from view. The group waited, listening for any sound beyond the incessant dripping of water.

“I don’t know if I like this,” Nicole finally commented. “He’s alone in there, doesn’t know where it leads.”

“If anyone is okay down here, it’s Michael,” Sandy said. “He’s been on the money all along the way. I doubt he’s lost for long.”

“He’ll be fine,” John said. “He’d better be.”

Howard shouted into the hole, “Hey, Michael! Dude, you all right?”

Immediately, he was shushed by the rest of the group. Burns actually moved toward him, his arms held out to cover his mouth.

“You’ll alert every goddamned monster in the vicinity,” Nicole said. “We’ve been lucky so far. Don’t press it.”

Michael’s headlamp beam came back into view as he returned, moving around a corner of his tunnel. Nicole stuck her head into the opening.

“You see anything?” she asked. “Will it get us back to the tracks?”

“Yeah, I think so,” he answered. “But there’s a hairy piece a bit farther down. I don’t think you’re going to like it.”

“But it should get us back on the subway line,” Nicole pressed. “We won’t have to go aboveground for any long period of time?”

“Not the way I see it. Still, you better take a look; decide if you want to risk it. It actually might be better to run on the streets. I don’t know. I think I’d be more willing to chance it down here.”

“I say we have a peep at it,” Burns said. “If it can help us out, I’m all for it. God knows I don’t wanna take my chances up top unless I have to.”

The rest of the group agreed.

“Okay then,” Michael said. “Follow me. But stay as quiet as you can. I don’t want to disturb them.”

Sandy looked at Howard and whispered, “Disturb them? Who?”

He shrugged and stepped through the gap in the wall, sliding down a pile of shattered bricks and mortar on the other side. It earned him another hard look from Nicole.

“Sorry.”

They walked quietly, slipping around a corner to the right, then another turn to the left. Suddenly, they were stepping through an ankle-deep stream of water. They tried not to splash, but the sound of the running liquid covered up their footsteps. The passageway got tighter, until they were single file again. Burns’ shoulders brushed against the walls as he moved, making it harder to turn and watch their rear. Soon, the passageway ended at an opened door leading into a wide room. The water spilled over the lip of the room, tumbling in a small brown waterfall into a ten foot pit, a quarter full of filthy water. A walkway about a foot wide and made of metal ladder-like steps traversed the twenty-foot-wide room above the little pit, leading to a dark door on the other side. It looked fairly sturdy, but it wobbled a bit when Nicole tested it with her foot.

When they looked down into the room, they saw what Michael had been afraid to mention.

The room had about two feet of water in it, but only around the edges. In the center there was a pile of junk – old rubber tires, a desk, several busted wooden chairs, twigs, branches, all kinds of detritus. There were even a few skeletons crumbled into heaps of brown bones along the sides. Covering the mound of trash were two-foot mutant rats. Dozens of them, hundreds of them, maybe even more than a thousand of them. They squirmed over each other, fighting amongst themselves, and lifting their pointed heads to sniff the air. Their yellow, glowing eyes peered up at the group as they fought their way over and around each other to get a better leap at the humans on the ledge above them.

“Jesus, how many are there?” Howard said with a gasp.

“Looks like thousands,” Michael answered. “But I can’t tell how far down they go. I bet they’re five or six deep, walking on each other’s backs.”

The creatures leaped up, attempting to climb the walls, their black claws scratching furiously at the brick. Their squeaking became louder, more insistent.

Burns motioned at the dark hallway beyond the ladder. He asked, “What’s on the other side of the door? That get us back on the B Line?”

“I think so,” Michael answered. “If the compass in my head is correct, and it usually is, then that should lead us right to the tracks leading to Brooklyn. I bet they’re not more than fifty feet past that door.”

“But we have to cross this chasm on that wobbly tin walkway?” Sandy asked. “Over the rats?”

The water rushing into the room rose a bit, from their ankles up to mid-calf level. Some pipe somewhere had opened up to wash out the sewage somewhere behind them. The dirty water splashed down into the pit, causing several of the rat monsters to scamper back away from it and head for higher ground.

One of the beasts made a leap at the walkway, coming within two feet of the metal rungs.

“You really think this will lead us to the subway?” Burns asked Michael. “It’s not something I want to do. If one of us tumbles down into that rat pit, we’ll be stripped to the bone in seconds. It’d be like a piranha feeding frenzy.”

Michael cocked his head. “Yeah, I think it’s over there. If you want, though, we could always head back and go up through the manholes to the streets, take our chances there.”

“You guys also realize it’s dark now, right?” Howard asked. “Night fell a couple of hours ago. If we were up top, we’d be fighting those things in the dark.”

“It’s dark down here,” Sandy reminded him. “And tight.”

“I think we take a vote,” Burns suggested. “Go up to Manhattan or get back on the rail line. I’m open to any other suggestions too.”

Michael said, “Seems like we should know if we can even get across on that walkway. I’ll try it out first.”

Nicole made a grab for him, but Michael had propped John up against the wall and was already moving out onto the metal walkway. There were no railings or handholds, so he put his arms out from his sides, airplane style. He crossed the rungs slowly, taking each one with both feet before continuing. The walkway shuddered as he moved, wiggling beneath him as though it was some rope bridge over an Amazonian River. Nicole pointed out where the walkway was inserted into the walls. The pinions weren’t very secure, and they wriggled in the holes, allowing small clouds of mortar dust to drop into the water beneath it.

The stream of water had increased, rising to their knees. Sandy pointed this out to her girlfriend.

“Some pipe’s been opened,” she said. “Or a big sewer pipe got breached. Either way, that pit’s gonna fill up pretty soon.”

“And if the pit fills with water…”

“That junk will float up to the walkway, maybe even above it.”

“And the rats will be able to reach us. Shit,” Sandy said. “We’d better get going if we’re going to do this.”

Michael finished his crossing, ignoring the trembling of the catwalk beneath his feet. With every step, the thing shuddered, and he called back, “I wouldn’t try to put more than one person at a time on this thing. It’s shaky as hell, and I doubt it’ll hold the weight of two people.”

“Then you go next, Sandy,” Nicole said. “But go slowly and be careful.”

Sandy moved out onto the catwalk, and she felt it shift beneath her. It was slowly pulling out of its moorings in the brick wall on the side where she was walking. She hurried a bit, balancing with her arms out to either side of herself.

“You’re doing great, sweetheart,” Burns called from behind her. “Just don’t look down.”

Of course, she immediately lowered her gaze into the pit. The rats were scrambling over each other, their beady yellow eyes fixated upon her feet. Several had climbed up onto the mound of trash in the center of the room, and they took turns leaping, trying to get a hold of her feet or legs. They were missing the catwalk, but only by about six inches.

The water kept pouring into the pit, and the pile of detritus in the middle of the room started floating and separating. Chairs broke apart from the crates and tables and sticks, and each began bobbing around the room in a lazy manner.

Turning her eyes back to the other side of the walkway, Sandy focused on Michael. He stood with his arms stretched out to grab her when she got closer, and he was mouthing encouragements to her that she could not hear.

She took another step, less steady this time. More rat creatures tried for her feet. She didn’t know if it was her imagination or if it was real, but they seemed to be getting closer to grasping at the catwalk with their filthy little human-like hands.

Another step and the bridge quivered again. She looked behind herself and saw the posts that attached the walkway to the wall slowly getting pulled from their holes in the brickwork.

“Don’t look at us,” Nicole urged her. The soldier wanted desperately to hurry after her lover, grab her in her arms, and shuffle her quickly off the catwalk, but she was certain the contraption wouldn’t remain in place with their combined weight upon it. “Move your ass.”

Sandy hurried the final few feet across, nearly collapsing into Michael’s arms when she made the final leap. She smiled gratefully into his eyes.

“Good job,” he said. Then he called out, “Who’s next?”

“John, your turn,” Burns said.

The reporter steadied himself against the wall, feeling wobbly. He said, “I don’t think…”

“Hands and knees,” Nicole suggested. “Crawl across as fast as you can. They’ll help you on the other side.”

John dropped to the floor, water swirling around his feet and up to his elbows as he placed his hands against the concrete. Slowly, he edged onto the bridge. It creaked under his weight, and he moaned softly.

“Keep moving!” Michael shouted from the other side.

With a deep breath, the reporter launched himself across the walkway. He moved as swiftly as he could, gazing down into the pit the entire trip across. Several of the rat creatures glared back at him as the water whirlpooled around them. In moments, he felt hands on his shoulders, and he winced at the contact with the still-bleeding wound.

“Sorry,” Michael said, helping him stand.

John had crossed to the opposite bank without even knowing he’d done it. He grinned at Michael and slumped against the wall behind him, breathing heavily.

“Nicole, now you go,” Burns suggested. “That way there’s someone trained on both sides in case something should happen.”

She nodded and stepped onto the catwalk. Looking down, she saw that the pile of garbage had completely broken into separate sections, and a lot of it swirled in circles, the water exiting through a drain in the center of the pit. It wasn’t moving fast enough, though, and the rats were either swimming frantically in the dirty water or standing atop heaps of floating garbage. They had given up jumping at the catwalk, seemingly preferring to wait until the water got high enough for them to get their feet on something solid.

The catwalk shook under her tread, and Nicole speedwalked across it. Each footstep seemed to lower the walkway closer to the rising water… and the hungry mutants.

In moments, she was across the chasm, hugging Sandy close. Michael was patting her on the back. John offered her a big smile.

Burns turned to Howard and waved his hand toward the bridge. “After you,” he said. “Civilians first.”

Behind them in the dark tunnel, something hissed loudly.

“What the hell is this now?” Howard asked, turning his light on the dark tunnel.

The flashlight beam found a huge alligator crashing toward them, about thirty feet away and covering the distance at an incredible speed. It looked as long as a sedan, ridges running down its back and tail. Its jaws opened wide, and it hissed again.

“Jesus, is that the same damn reptile as before?” Burns asked.

“I’m not asking it,” Howard said, and he took off for the bridge.
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The alligator hurtled towards them, its tail swishing from side to side in an agitated manner. The scar on its snout indicated that it was, indeed, their old acquaintance from before. The sewer worker it had devoured didn’t seem to have filled it up, and looking at its size, Burns wasn’t surprised.

He knew he didn’t have enough time to wait for Howard to clamber across the walkway, so he followed the dancer onto the catwalk when Howard was only a third of the way across it. The metal structure shifted and groaned under their collective burden, but Burns charged ahead.

Howard stopped with the sudden swaying of the bridge. He stuck his arms out, bent his knees a bit, and tried to regain his balance. Burns was right behind him, but the general was facing backwards, holding his pole out like a tightrope walker. They ended up back to back.

“Come on!” Michael shouted at them from the other side.

The rats were in a writhing frenzy now, the water rising nearly high enough for the good jumpers to nearly grasp hold of the catwalk. They squealed as they endeavored to latch onto the structure, inevitably falling back into the swirling water. The whirlpool effect of the water flooding down the drain in the center of the pit was working in the rats’ favor, moving them in lazy circles so they got another chance at leaping at the catwalk every few seconds when they passed beneath it.

The alligator reached the precipice of the shuddering walkway. It snapped at them a few times, angrily twitching its humongous tail.

“You’d better move now,” Burns told Howard out of the corner of his mouth. “It’s going to…”

The reptile took a tentative step onto the catwalk. The bridge wobbled, but it held.

Howard started to run, the structure vibrating with each step.

Burns turned the long pole so the sharper end of it was pointed at the approaching animal. He took a step backwards.

A mutant rat perched on a broken wooden chair was dragged beneath the catwalk, and it launched itself onto its large haunches. Its black-clawed hands grabbed hold of the bottom of the catwalk. It scrambled to a position between Burns and Howard, its golden eyes fixed on the general’s back.

The alligator, encouraged by its first attempt at crossing the catwalk, took a second step.

The rat slinked toward Burns as another two-foot-long mutant jumped onto the walkway near the alligator’s front legs.

Howard was six feet away from the other side, and he reached for Michael and Nicole’s outstretched hands as he hurried toward them.

With a loud moan, the pinions beneath the alligator gave way, and that side of the catwalk lurched down into the pit of rats. The enormous reptile seemed to fold in half, then it turned upside down, tumbling headfirst into the water-filled pit.

Howard missed the proffered hands, falling face-first onto the structure as it suddenly tilted beneath him. He grabbed hold of both sides of the platform, holding tight when the catwalk hit the bottom of the room on the other side.

Burns fell forward, but he had the pole held in front of himself, and he lodged it in the catwalk’s side. When the alligator’s half struck the bottom of the pit, the general was pulled forward, like a pole-vaulter, and he found his feet twirling in midair. The pole lifted him to a ninety degree angle to the floor, and he wrapped his legs around it.

The rat creature that had clambered aboard the collapsing catwalk tumbled past him into the pit, landing in the water with a splash.

But the hundreds of others saw their opportunity, and the structure that had once been a bridge across the pit had become a ramp for them to the opposite side. Several of them began climbing up, heading for Howard’s dangling legs. Others attacked the alligator, and the massive animal was soon swarmed with rats, biting and tearing at its tough hide to get at the pink meat beneath.

“Howard!” Nicole screamed, leaning forward. “Grab my hand!”

He reached up with one hand while holding on to the ramp with the other. He missed her fingers and swung around by his grip so he got a good view down the structure at the twelve rats climbing towards him. He twisted his body so he was facedown again, trying to get a toehold on the ramp while reaching upwards with his long fingers.

Meanwhile, Burns was still perched near the top of the pole. His body wanted to give in to gravity and slide down the rail into the writhing mass of rats and reptiles. Every time he started to slip, he gripped the metal pole with his shoes and shoved himself back up to the top. The weapon had been sharpened a bit at the apex, and he sliced his hand down the palm once when he wasn’t careful.

The scent of fresh blood drove the rats wild, and they swirled around the pole, leaping at the general’s legs.

Howard kicked his feet, sending the first of the rat creatures plummeting down the forty-five-degree-angle ramp into the others. With a scrambling of sharp claws, they all regained their positions and started marching back towards the flailing dancer.

The alligator ceased moving, giving in to the hordes of rodents as they devoured its body. The water around it turned pink, and it floated, the rat creatures using it as an edible raft.

There were three feet separating Burns at the top of his pole and the newly formed ramp to the landing where the others waited. He sized up the distance.

Nicole shot at several of the rats at Howard’s feet, sending two of them back into the pit below where they were instantly set upon by their brethren. There were still four of them approaching Howard, even as he kicked out at them.

Michael leaned down, said to Sandy, “Grab my feet.”

The woman did, and he scrunched forward a few more inches, shoving his hand into Howard’s. The dancer grabbed at it as one of the rats crawled its way onto his pant leg. It latched onto him, holding tight even as Howard was dragged up the last remaining feet of the ramp and into the doorway at the top. It clawed and chewed at him, and he screamed. John cowered, wanting to help but weakened from blood loss.

Nicole grabbed the rodent on Howard’s leg by its back and tossed it into the pit. It plopped into the water and was immediately set upon by the others, which were swarming in blood frenzy.

Howard pulled himself up to the ledge with his elbows, sitting on the floor, his arms around his legs, shivering. Sandy went to his side, started rubbing his arms to warm him up. His skin felt cold and clammy.

Nicole shouted to Taylor Burns, “You’re going to have to jump for it, sir!”

“I know! Give me a second.”

He swung himself back and forth on the pole, slipping a bit. His hands were getting sweaty, and the metal was harder to grip. He leaned away from the ramp a bit, and the pole tilted with him a few inches. Swinging his weight in the other direction, Burns shifted the pole toward the ramp-like structure. The rail stopped two feet from the platform.

Several of the mutated rats eyeballed this new action. To Nicole, they resembled an audience observing a tennis match, their pointed heads rotating left and right as Burns continued to swivel the pole back and forth.

Finally, he was close enough to jump, and he leapt off the pole, using the propulsion of the swinging weapon to launch him onto the ramp. When he landed, he came down in a squat, and he skidded several feet backwards toward the water.

The rats knew an opportunity when they saw it, and they scurried for the ramp, climbing on it by the dozens. Burns got his feet under him, balanced himself, and pushed upwards. He took several steps before he noticed the moorings at the top of the ramp were protesting this new burden. They groaned, slowly pulling out of the wall. In a few moments, the whole structure would collapse into the pit.

And Burns would be rat food.

He leaned into the slant of the ramp, pushing himself. He heard the rats scrabbling behind him, trying to find purchase on the structure with their black claws. He didn’t dare turn around to look, afraid he would see them advancing faster than his ascent, so he drove himself, pulling with his arms until he got a hold on Nicole’s extended hand. She hauled him up to the ledge as he felt the catwalk vibrate and moan beneath him. Suddenly, his lower half was dangling into empty space, and he heard a splash behind him in the water-filled pit. The catwalk had given in, the bolts yanked from the brick wall.

“I got you,” Nicole said, pulling Burns to safety. “Just don’t let go.”

“Don’t worry,” he said as he scrambled up the side of the wall and into the doorway.

He sat next to Howard on the floor, his arms trembling from the strain of holding his entire body up for so long. He had a difficult time catching his breath, and he concentrated on regulating his lungs, filling, then emptying, then filling again. Slowly, he regained his normal breathing while Sandy, Nicole, John, and Michael looked down on him and the dancer sitting next to him.

As Burns turned to give Howard a slap on the back and a hearty congratulations for surviving yet another tribulation, his hand swept through a puddle of crimson on the floor. He pulled his fingers into the beam of his flashlight and saw them covered in blood. Shining the light around, he found a spreading pool beneath him and the black man. He stumbled backwards, away from Howard, feeling himself all over for any scratches or bites or broken skin. He didn’t discover anything on himself. His eyes turned toward the other man, still huddled against the wall, his arms around his folded legs, his face buried in his crossed hands.

“Howard?” Burns asked. “You all right?

“No,” came the reply. “I’m not fucking all right. I’m bleeding, you fool.”

Sandy leaned down to him, and she examined him. His chest and shoulders were clear, but the pool of blood continued to grow, and Howard wouldn’t look up from where he’d hidden his eyes. She moved her hands down his body, feeling the muscles in his arms and torso, looking for any place where a rat could have bitten him. He was sobbing into his hands, the sound muffled, low.

“Oh, Howard,” she said. “Let me have a look. I don’t see anything.”

“Leg…” he stammered, but he refused to meet her eyes.

He extended his right leg, and she saw the torn fabric of his pants. The rodent had chewed and clawed him through the material, tearing long, bloody furrows in his dark skin. The blood glistened around the wounds.

And small hairs had sprouted all across his calf.

“Howard?” she asked.

When he raised his head, she saw that the transformation had already started. His ears were elongating, and his mouth was punching itself outward into a snout. His nose was blackening, and fine dark hair sprouted all over his face. His teeth were shuffling within his growing lips, pushing out in every direction until he looked like a shark.

“Please,” he said, holding his hands out towards them. His speech was warped by the unnatural number of fangs that filled it. “Please… kill me.”

They understood, but Sandy shook her head, even as she stepped backwards away from him. “No.” She turned to Nicole. “I can’t.”

Nicole said, “I don’t have any bullets left. I can’t just shoot you. All I’ve got now is a knife.”

“Please…” Howard said again, although the word was unrecognizable. “Kill…”

“It’ll be hard,” Nicole said, pulling the knife from her jacket. “And this’ll hurt.”

“Please…”

Howard held his hands out to her, and he cried out in pain as extra joints snapped into place and his fingers elongated and became webbed in the corners. His eyes were turning yellow, as though someone had dropped dye into the whites, the coloring pluming out in several directions, filling the oculus vitae.

“Please…”

“Christ, just do it,” Michael sobbed, turning away.

John had his face in his hands. He sobbed quietly.

Sandy stepped closer to him. “You can’t,” she said to Nicole.

“Honey, look at him. He’s hurting, and you know what he’ll become.”

“Yeah, but I know him. I liked him. He could have been a friend.”

“We’d be doing him a favor.”

“You’d be killing him. Killing someone we knew, someone we liked.”

Howard fell forward, catching himself with his expanding hands. He arched his back, and his shirt ripped down the center, exposing a backbone that was growing sharp, pointed ridges. Hair was spinning out of follicles on his bare skin in twirls of brown. He cried out in pain at the transformation.

“It’s horrible,” Nicole said. “But it’s necessary. You know that.”

“Sandy,” Burns said, stepping up to her. He had also removed his knife and was pointing the eight-inch blade toward the agonized man at his feet. “He doesn’t want this, to turn into an animal.”

“But, to just slaughter him? It’s not human.”

“Well, sweetie, look at him. He isn’t human any longer. He’s something else, and he’ll be coming after us if we let him finish the change. He’ll become a hunter, a killer.”

In her mind, Sandy knew Burns and Nicole were right. It was the only thing they could do to save them and to give Howard some dignity in death. Yet knowing it in her head didn’t prevent her from feeling the ache in her heart. On some level, she had connected with Howard. She wouldn’t call him a friend, but after all they had been through together, they were close comrades, and that could have one day developed into a friendship. Now, he was grunting and sobbing, arching his back, his bones snapping into bestial positions beneath his dark skin. He was becoming a monster.

“Oh for God’s sake,” Nicole said, and she straddled Howard’s back. He swung his head around, opening his mouth to expose the long, darkened tongue and the rows of teeth. Nicole grabbed him by the fur behind his pointed ears and pulled hard. Then she plunged her knife into his exposed neck, drawing it across, severing the jugular. He thrashed a few times beneath her, his life blood spilling out around his feet. His death cries were terrible – loud and savage and like the last scream of a species going extinct.

Finally, he collapsed face-first into the expanding puddle of gore, and he became still. Nicole stepped away from him, wiping the bloody blade against her pant leg. Sandy watched her with wide eyes.

She had always known what Nicole did for a living, had even been proud of her lover’s job. She kept everyone safe, kept the monsters at bay.

By killing them, she now realized. It was disturbing, bloody work, even more so when you had to watch the person you loved committing what amounted to sanctioned murder. Knowing she killed Lycanthropes was one thing; seeing it in Technicolor and close up was another situation altogether. Nicole’s hands were wet with Howard’s blood, these beautiful hands that had touched her with love and tenderness, these hands which had opened her up and delved deep within her body and soul, these hands that had filled her with so much love and pleasure. These same hands were being wiped clean on her jacket, but the bright red stains remained on them, and Sandy wondered if she could ever think about those hands in the same manner again, if she could kiss them or allow them to hold her and caress her.

She turned and vomited across the floor, and Nicole moved to her, rubbing her back. She was startled when Sandy flinched away from her caress, huddling away from her as she wiped her mouth clean.

“Don’t touch me,” Sandy muttered. “Not now. Please.”

“Sweetie, you know we had to do it.”

“Yeah,” Sandy said, standing up straight and looking her lover in the eye. “But now all I can see is you killing him.” She pointed toward the corpse, which was nearly halfway back to Howard’s human form. The fur had withdrawn into his dermis, and his ebony skin was bathed in sweat and blood. His face almost looked normal again, although the eyes were still a jaundiced shade of yellow.

General Burns moved toward Sandy. “We don’t really have the time to stand around debating this. We need to keep moving or we’ll all end up like Howard. Dead or changed.”

Sandy moved up towards Michael and leaned into him. The homeless man put an arm around her shoulder and said, “This way.”

He led them, keeping hold of Sandy as he walked, and she pressed herself into him, anxious for the human contact. John stumbled behind them, finding it easier to get around. He felt immensely better, if somewhat weakened.

“Sandy…” Nicole said, and Burns gave her a slap on the shoulder.

“She’ll be all right,” he said. “Give her some time.”

“I can’t lose her, Taylor. I’ll die if I lose her.”

“It’s the brutality of it all,” he said, and he started following Michael down the subway tunnel. “She hasn’t seen what we’ve seen, and now it’s all right up in her face. She’ll come around eventually.”

“She looked at me like I was some kind of savage. She has to know what I did I did for all of us, Howard included.”

“She does know that. Inside. Give her some time. She still loves you.”

“Thanks,” Nicole said, walking next to her commander and friend. “Guess I just needed to hear it from someone else.”

“No problem.”

“This whole situation sucks.”

“It does, indeed.”

The tunnel echoed with their footsteps.

“Do you smell gas again?” Nicole asked.
  


Chapter 49
 

 


10:40 p.m.

 


They trudged onward, each person in the group lost in their own disparate thoughts. The emergency lights in the tunnels had dimmed to a faint glow, so their flashlights and headlamps pierced the darkness in shafts of stretched-out illumination that picked up every dust mote but withheld any details in the shadows. They all remained alert, even though they were exhausted, and they raised their feet as they moved, careful not to accidentally cause a spark. The smell of gas still suffused the air of the tunnel. It wasn’t as strong as before the fireball swept through, destroying everything in its path, but they didn’t want to take any chances.

Sandy kept replaying Howard’s death – killing, murder – in her head, like a gruesome piece of Zapruder film footage on a loop. The way Nicole had straddled the transforming man, how her face looked when she plunged the knife into his throat, the blood spilling from the wound she’d created. She could still hear his pleas ringing in her ears, but the thing that disturbed her most was the expression on Nicole’s face when the knife went down into his skin. It had been a grimace, animalistic, a primeval leftover from when human beings were little more than the savage creatures outside the caves. It frightened her, and it made her doubt the life that she and Nicole had built together. As she walked silently along the tracks, Sandy wouldn’t allow herself to look over at her lover. She was terrified that she would once again see that expression play over Nicole’s eyes.

For her part, Nicole couldn’t stop glancing over at Sandy. Her heart ached at the thought of her girlfriend’s rejection. She wished she could go back in time, let Burns handle the assassination of Howard. But time didn’t work that way, and as her grandfather used to say “Wish in one hand and shit in the other and see which one fills up first.” Nicole realized too late how she would appear to Sandy, but she also knew she had done the right thing in killing the infected man. If he’d been allowed to live, he would have followed them, tracked them down, and killed them mercilessly. He was a detriment to the group and had to be eliminated. She only wished (there’s that wishing thing again) that Sandy hadn’t witnessed the act. If it had been out of sight, it would have been out of mind. Now, she was afraid she may have lost the love of her life, and her heart ached for Sandy. If their relationship survived this night, it would be a miracle. Nicole found herself praying for just such a miracle.

General Taylor Burns found himself thinking about what kind of a world was going to greet them when they climbed back up to the surface. It had been immeasurably bad when he and Nicole had sprinted to the subway. They had constantly been under attack by one kind of creature or another, barely having time to breathe. He was trying to hold what was left of the group together, and he was especially worried for Sandy who seemed to be under the misconception that everything was going to be fine and dandy once they got out of the city. But Burns had seen New York as it had started to fall, and that had been a good five or six hours ago. He wasn’t even certain if Tommy Hemmer would be waiting for them with his helicopter or if they were going to surface in the city with no possible escape route. Also, he wasn’t naïve enough to think this new strain of the virus was going to be contained so easily. The Army could blow the bridges and destroy the ferries and boats, but something would always get out. If just one single rat creature escaped through a sewer, then the rest of the boroughs would fall within days. After that, the United States was fair game, and then the whole world would turn into one snarling, ferocious, and primitive planet. Humanity and all the creativity and passion and love would be gone in a few days. Burns decided he would be one of the survivors. He wasn’t going to take the destruction of humanity lying down. He was a fighter. He would wrestle this virus until it rolled over or until he was consumed by it. There had to be a place where people could live outside of the roiling bestial state the world was heading for. If not, he would be the founder of it.

Michael was wondering if it was all worth it. He was on the verge of collapsing from exhaustion and lack of food. He had been running on sheer adrenaline, and now that it had dissipated in his system, he was spent. He almost wanted to lie down and wait for his death to come. If only he hadn’t assumed the responsibility for these four people who were following him, especially John, who seemed to be keeping up with little aid from the others. He knew if he hadn’t assumed leadership, he could have closed his eyes for the last time. Only, he was in charge of this group, and their lives depended on whether he could get them out of danger and into Brooklyn. As he walked, he thought of his girlfriend and her daughter. They were a part of him, but a part of him that had died long ago, replaced by this underground dwelling mole man. He wished he knew what they looked like now – were they still human? If he could have that bit of fantasy to clutch to his heart, he knew he could find the energy to go on. If he could only know they were safe, that he could find his way back to them once the horror show had finished. If only… If only…

John moved along, stumbling now and again, but refusing to lean on anyone, to become dependent upon anyone else. They were all tired, and the reporter knew they didn’t need someone leaning on them and dragging them down. Still, although he continued to improve in body, his spirit was growing more and more disheartened. He’d always related his entire self to his job. He was a reporter, damn it, from the old school of journalists. Even when working for a ridiculous yellow rag like the World Weekly News, he held himself up as a real newsman. He’d never developed relationships, other than those that helped him professionally. He’d never married or had kids or even serious girlfriends. He was too busy with The Job. Now there was no job, no World Weekly News, probably no place left where he could keep a desk and a computer. And without The Job, who was he? Grimacing in pain when he turned a corner, he reached back and touched his shoulder, feeling the wound. The pain was like a knife, but it stirred him out of his ruminations and back to the real world and their real problems.

The group splashed through the tunnel, their flashlight beams growing increasingly dimmer as they moved. They stayed silent, waiting for something to spring out of the darkness at them. They kept their thoughts to themselves, hoping and praying.

They were surrounded by the dark, which was filling with the sweet scent of natural gas.

And they each wondered if they would make it through the night.
  


Chapter 50
 

 


11:10 p.m.

 


Michael noticed the tunnel obstruction a hundred yards off, but he couldn’t see how effectively it blocked their way until they were within spitting distance. The roof had collapsed into the tunnel, or it had been purposefully blown to stop anyone’s progress through the subway and off the island. From floor to ceiling, the way was barred by chunks of collapsed concrete, collapsed rafters, shattered bricks, mortar, and earth. Michael leaned against it, shoved at it hard in the corners. When the barrier didn’t give way, he turned back to the others.

“We aren’t getting to Brooklyn through here,” he said. “We’ll have to go up top and take our chances.”

General Burns marveled at the destruction, running his hand along an exposed iron beam that now traversed the space from floor to ceiling. He said, “This is an Army demolition job. No way was this done by accident.”

Nicole asked, “You think everything’s blown like this? Sewer tunnels, too?”

“If they thought to blow the subways, then they’ve remembered the sewers,” Burns answered with a nod. “Admirable, actually. They’ve done a thorough job of it.”

“And stopped us dead,” Sandy said. “How are we going to get off Manhattan now?”

Michael added, “It’s got to be terrible up there. All these years I’ve lived underground like some kind of mole, but even though I didn’t enjoy life up top, I was never afraid of what I’d run into. Now…”

“We don’t have much choice,” Nicole said, interrupting him before he became too maudlin and dragged them all down with him into his own abyss of despair. She could tell Sandy was precariously close to that edge already. “Can we call the helicopter, General?”

He tried again, punching in the number on his cell phone. He was a bit worried at how low the battery charge was getting, but he didn’t tell anyone about his concerns. “No,” he said finally. “No signal down here. Not that that’s so surprising. Once we’re on the surface, or near it at least, I can try again. We’ll get that helicopter here to pick us up and get us someplace else.”

“Which will hopefully be better,” Sandy said, leaning her back against the pile of rubble barring their way.

“You know where we are, Michael?” Burns asked.

“We just passed the Fulton Street platform. It’ll get us close to the water, by Pier 17.”

“That’s the East River, right?”

“Yeah. Pretty close to the Brooklyn Bridge.”

“Are there ever boats on the piers?”

“The South Street Seaport is right out there. There are usually a bunch of boats and water taxis. Most of them are historical, though, pretty old. You think we can hijack one and cross the river in it?”

“It’s worth a try if we can’t get hold of the helicopter,” Burns replied. “Anyone know how to drive a boat?”

Nobody stepped forward. Sandy kicked at the ground, disturbing a pile of dirt at her feet.

“Well, how hard can it be?” Burns asked, feigning a cheerfulness that he didn’t actually feel. “The Lycanthropes can’t swim. We saw that in Cincinnati. They’re top-heavy, and they sink like rocks in any kind of deep water.”

“What about the rats?” John asked.

“Well, they’re new to me, so I don’t know for sure, but they are larger than normal rats in the head and shoulders. Chances are pretty good that’ll throw them off their swimming game. Make them top-heavy.”

“It’s better than sitting here inhaling gas fumes,” Nicole said. “I say we go for it.”

Michael nodded. “We certainly aren’t going anywhere this way. It’s worth trying.”

“We’re all going to die up there, you know,” Sandy said, her voice low, her eyes full of unabashed fear. “You can all be as hopeful as you want, say all the right things, but you all know we can’t survive on the surface.”

“We can’t stay down here, honey,” Nicole said, moving toward her girlfriend. “If that gas ignites, we won’t be as lucky as the last time.”

“I’m starting to think Beth and Alice were the lucky ones. They went quickly, died before they could even get the scream out of their lungs. I wish that’s what had happened to me.”

“You don’t mean that, Sandy,” Nicole said.

“Don’t I?” the woman practically spit the words at Nicole, who shrank back a bit. “We’re probably going to die at the hands of those monsters, ripped apart, scratched and bitten and dragged away to some den someplace. Or worse, we’ll turn into one of those creatures, like Howard. We’ll become fucking savages without any sense of ourselves, like soldiers, like killers. Like you.” She glared at Nicole.

“You… you don’t mean that,” Nicole said. “You can’t.”

“I do.”

“Sweetheart…”

“Please,” Sandy said. “Don’t call me that. At least, not now.”

Nicole blanched, and she felt as if she’d been slapped across her face. This wasn’t like Sandy, the woman she’d fallen for so violently. Sandy was the kind of person who saw hope in every day, who could always detect the silver lining in any storm cloud. The woman was the eternal optimist. She wasn’t this brooding, hateful being that stared daggers into Nicole’s heart.

“We’re all pretty upset,” Burns said, trying to steer the conversation back toward his escape plan. “Sandy, girl, we don’t have any choice. We do need to get out of here and try to get to a safe place.”

“It’s a lot of trying for something that may get us all killed.”

“But if we stay here, we’ll die for certain. Not right now maybe, but the gas is gonna blow soon enough, and I, for one, don’t want to be anywhere near this tunnel when it does. I’d rather take my chances on one of the boats.”

“And if the boats are all destroyed?” Sandy asked. “Like the tunnels and bridges?”

“Then, we’ll move on to plan B,” Burns suggested.

“What’s that?” Michael asked.

“Damned if I know.”

“Please, Sandy,” Nicole said, trying not to whine. “This isn’t the way this story ends. We need to go on, living our lives. What about that baby?”

“I don’t think I can justify bringing something so delicate into a world like this. It’s a terrible place now, isn’t it? The rule is by tooth and claw?”

“You might be right,” Nicole agreed. “Then again, I think we should test the waters, see what’s going on up there. Maybe everything’s contained and all the fighting is over.”

“You don’t really believe that, do you?”

“Maybe,” Nicole said, squirming a bit with the lie. She knew perfectly well how ridiculous she sounded, but she was willing to try anything to keep Sandy with her.

Even to lie about everything she believed.

Even give up everything she loved.

Even become someone else.

“Sandy,” she said, leaning in towards her lover. Sandy gave her an eye roll. “If we get out of this alive, I swear I’ll give up the Army. I’ll be a housewife and stay-at-home Mom. I’ll… learn to cook. Maybe learn to freaking sew. I want to be there for you, sweetheart, no matter what happens.”

“You love the military,” Sandy snorted.

“Not as much as I love you,” Nicole said, struggling to get Sandy to meet her eyes. “I think… I think I just realized that.”

General Burns, John, and Michael watched dumbfounded, unable to utter a word. Finally, John leaned over to the general and said, “I wish I had some popcorn. This is better than reality TV.”

“You mean it?” Sandy asked. “You’d lose the guns, the knives, the week-long werewolf hunts?”

“If it meant keeping you close, then, yeah. I’d give it all up in a heartbeat.”

Sandy gulped. She realized how big a step Nicole was taking, but she couldn’t get over that gory image of her girlfriend cutting through Howard’s throat with that big-ass knife. She thought it over for a moment.

“Ladies,” Burns said, tapping the face of his watch. “It’s going on midnight, and I think we’d better skedaddle while we can.”

“All right,” Sandy said. “Let’s go.” She turned to Nicole and added, “But you’d better come through on this promise, or you’ll be finding yourself another woman.”

“Thank God,” Nicole said, reaching out and hugging Sandy. “Oh, thank God.”

“Not now,” Burns shouted. “Cut the girl on girl action and let’s get cracking. You can celebrate when we’re safe.”

The two women broke apart, and Nicole actually blushed after the brief contact. She pulled out her knife, and Sandy clutched the curved, sharpened metal pieces in her hands. They felt good, as if their solid weight made them more deadly.

Michael pointed and took the lead position, his headlamp bobbing as he swiftly walked ahead of the others. “This way,” he said. “I saw the platform about a hundred feet back. Once we’re there, it’s just a stair climb to the surface and Fulton Street.”

“Well, all right then,” Burns said with a shit-eating grin on his face.

Nicole palmed the flare gun in one hand and a knife in the other. As they moved toward the surface, she couldn’t take her eyes off her girlfriend. Under the dirt and the soot and the blood, Sandy had never appeared more beautiful.
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The platform was deserted except for a few rats, which remained at the periphery of the station. Their stomachs were extended and they moved sluggishly, as though they had engorged themselves recently. The group of survivors hurried past them and climbed the steps of the immobile escalator to the stairs that led to street level. The short climb was extended somewhat, each person moving slower than they could, taking their time, watching out for any creatures that might leap out at them from the sidelines. Also, they were more than a little afraid of what they would see once they got to the top of the stairs.

Nicole moved up first, scanning the area around the subway exit. She sucked in her breath, stunned at the vision before her – a vision of complete and utter destruction.

“Is it that bad?” Sandy asked, moving alongside her. Michael was at her side as if attached. They both gasped, and the sound fetched General Burns and the limping John up behind them. Even as Burns tried to guard their rears, he strained to get a better look at the city.

“Holy Christ,” he said.

Cars were overturned everywhere he gazed, and burned and half-eaten corpses spilled out of their doors and windows. Several of the large skyscrapers had fallen, causing a domino effect as one superstructure struck another, sending it toppling into a third. In one instance, the falling building had been stopped by a stronger one, and it leaned into it like a lover. Most of the windows in the buildings left standing were broken out, and fires blossomed within their dark hulls. A lot of the storefronts were obscured with smoke or blackened where something had exploded within. The streets were full of automobiles and buses and cabs, most crashed into one another. Half-devoured bodies lay draped all around the area, the blood washed into the gutters by broken fire hydrants spewing water. It was quite dark, as there was no electricity and only a sliver of a moon in the sky. The only illumination came from the multiple fires that dotted the nearby area. When they stepped farther out of the subway stairwell, they turned to gawk at what was behind them. The sky was glowing from the burning city. Manhattan was on fire, and the smell of charred meat filled the air like a hellish barbeque. Smoke filled the sky, billowing from the inferno that had once been uptown, filling the sky with plumes and trails.

“There’s nothing left,” Michael whispered. It seemed entirely appropriate to whisper, as though they were in a place due reverence, like a church or the site of a natural disaster.

“So much fire,” Sandy said, also whispering. “It’ll probably burn until there’s nothing left, not a single shred of this city.”

“It’s so quiet,” Nicole said, looking around at the devastation. “No screaming or sirens or fire trucks or anything. And where are all the creatures?”

“Don’t complain about it,” Burns said, taking out his cell phone. He quickly dialed a number and held it to his ear. It rang three times before someone picked up, and Burns sighed with relief. “That you Tommy?” he asked.

“Who do you think it is?” came the cheerful reply. “Where have you been, Hoss? I had about given up on you.”

“Been a little busy. You able to pick us up?”

“Where are you? Things have gotten a bit, um, ugly up here. I’m hiding on a rooftop, and I was just about to leave when you called.”

“We’re on Fulton Street, making for the… what’s it called?”

Michael said, “South Street Seaport.”

“The South Street Seaport. You know where that is?”

“I can get there, no problem.”

Behind them, something growled within the darkness of an alley. Nicole spun around, her knife in front of herself, peering into the lane. The growl had been low, but it had seemed very loud within the eerie silence of the burning city.

“How long?” Burns asked, motioning for the other three people to start walking toward the pier. Michael led the group; John loped beside him, while Nicole kept her eyes locked on the alley.

“Fifteen minutes, maybe,” Hemmer replied. “I’m all the way over on the other side of Brooklyn, and I don’t know if you’ve noticed, but the military’s brought out some big guns in the sky.”

“We’ve been indisposed,” Burns said. “But we should be on the piers by that time.”

“Which pier?”

“Hell if I know. The one with five desperate looking people jumping up and down on it.”

A Lycanthrope stepped out of the alley near an empanada store, walking on all fours. It stood, rearing its head back and howling. It looked back at them, saliva dripping from its jaws, then it raised its head and let loose with another long moan.

As the group walked backwards, following Michael, they saw another once-human werewolf emerge from the shadows of a burned-out museum. Then another jumped from a second story window into the street. The first creature from the alleyway howled again.

“What’s it doing?” Sandy asked. “Why isn’t it chasing us?”

“It’s signaling,” Burns replied. “It’s gathering a damn pack.”

“All we have are knives and a pole,” Nicole said, moving a little faster as several more Lycanthropes appeared in the streets. “I’m not feeling very confident about this.”

“Then let’s move,” Burns said. “Fast.”

Over his cell phone, he heard Tommy Hemmer say, “I’m on my way. You guys get as far out on the piers as you can. I’ll lower a rope ladder.”

“Ten four,” Burns said, slipping the phone back into his pocket and taking off after the sprinting trio ahead of him.

The first Lycanthrope howled again, loud and soulful. Dark, hairy figures emerged from the lower levels of restaurants, leaping up the stairs and onto the street.

As the group ran, the pavement gave way to uneven cobblestones, wet and slippery from water gushing out of busted fire hydrants. Sandy stumbled on a slick spot, but Nicole caught her before she crashed to her knees, lifting the woman to her unsteady feet. She didn’t take a moment to ascertain whether Sandy was injured. She faced forward, knife and flare gun held in front of her, running as fast as she could. Sandy was right behind her, aware of the slippery stones now. Her concentration was focused upon keeping her footing secure.

Ahead of them, the buildings started opening up, the street broadening. The East River came into view as they moved past an Abercrombie & Fitch store. A banner featuring a half-naked model was burning in the large front window, charred and glowing bits of paper fluttering about within the confines of the window box.

A huge Lycan burst through the glass of the Abercrombie window, landing on its hind feet and tilting its head backwards with a triumphant howl. It still wore the shredded vestiges of designer clothing. Behind it, the flames devoured the poster even swifter as fresh air hit the display. The burning bits of ash flew through the street like fireflies.

“Hurry,” Burns shouted.

As he ran beneath an underpass and toward the river, Burns risked a quick glance behind them. He gasped at the sight of hundreds of Lycans swarming into the streets. They crawled from stores and alleys and the museum. They leapt from windows, landing deftly on all fours. They were on the roofs of the buildings, looking down at the retreating group of survivors. And all of them were howling, somehow communicating with each other. The sound of their yowls and grunts merged together into an assault on the general’s eardrums. It seemed to swirl around him, envelop him in its primeval savagery. It almost felt as though someone were squeezing his heart.

“Keep going,” he shouted, although nobody seemed to need much encouragement.

The group raced out onto the pier, their footsteps slapping hard against the wood. They turned their eyes to the sky, searching for any signs of an approaching helicopter. The sky remained empty except for the stars and a fingernail of a moon, which emitted just enough light to see the eerie empty pier around them. Boats large and small rocked in the choppy water of the river. Some had been bombed, but a yellow water taxi and a second small boat still seemed intact. They were both tied to the pier with ropes, and they bumped against the wood, creaking in the night.

Burns backed up against the group and raised the cell phone to his mouth again. “Hemmer? Where the hell are you?”

“I don’t see him,” Nicole said.

“Hemmer… Tommy, answer.”

“I’m on my way, general,” came a static-filled answer. “Patience, man.”

“We haven’t got the time for patience,” Burns grumbled.

The Lycans were still holding back, grouping together in the cobblestone streets near the maritime museum. They appeared to be growing restless, lashing out at each other. Several fights had broken out between the beasts, and a few had decided to spend the time rutting, climbing on the backs of others. Their howling was so loud, echoing off the storefronts and to the water, where it bounced back like an attack on the little band of survivors.

“They aren’t gonna stay away for long,” Nicole said, edging next to Burns. “What about the boats? You think we could take one out, wait for the helicopter onboard?”

“Only looks like two are in decent enough shape,” Burns said, motioning to the three burning boats, slowly sinking. One huge boat was half sunk already, its prow sticking up out of the water like an island.

The howling grew softer.

The wind picked up a bit.

The boats bumped against the pier, ropes groaning with the strain of holding them in place.

“This one’s closer,” Burns said, and he swiped at the ropes anchoring the boat. His knife cut through each one, efficient and tidy.

The boat was dubbed the Marion M, and it was little over sixty feet long, with a long forward prow and a cabin built on top. It was a small freighter with peeling black paint along the extended flat deck, and the square cabin was a light beige color. A pipe stuck out of the top, black and grime-covered as if used continuously for many years. Its sides were scorched black, as if the boat had been on fire but the flames had all been extinguished before too much damage had been done.

Nicole helped Sandy hop onto the boat as it started to drift from the dock, unfettered from its ropes in the front. Michael stepped onto the deck and wobbled a bit as the freighter rocked on the waves. He helped John across the water, steadying him. Stumbling, the reporter and the homeless man moved to the back of the boat until they could balance themselves against the solid cabin.

There were three more ropes on the stern end, and Burns hurried toward them. He sawed through one when an unholy roar erupted up Fulton Street behind the pier and the overpass. Turning, he saw the Lycanthropes moving as one pack toward the moored ships. Their waiting period was over. They sprinted at full speed, hurtling toward them, intent on their prey.

Burns sawed faster through the thick, heavy ropes. The front end of the boat was arcing away from the dock, but the back end was still moored. He tried to concentrate on the task at hand, refusing to turn and see the killers loping toward him.

“Start the boat!” he shouted at Nicole.

She stumbled toward the cabin, past Michael and John. Inside, she peered at the instruments, then looked back at Taylor Burns.

“I don’t know how to,” she said.

The Lycanthropes were beneath the overpass, hundreds of them, their eyes glittering in the dim moonlight. In seconds, they’d reach the pier.

Burns hacked through the second to last rope, shouting all the while.

“Just press a fucking button, Nicole. Press them all.”

She ducked into the cabin and confronted the instrument panel. It seemed fairly primitive with a device that resembled a stick shift and several gleaming metal buttons. She pressed them all to no avail. The engine remained quiet.

The Lycanthropes reached the end of Pier Sixteen, their claws clicking against the wood beneath them as they rushed forward. Splinters flipped into the air from their talons.

Burns sliced through the final rope, and he jumped onto the boat. He didn’t want the thing to float away and leave him helpless on the pier, surrounded by those things.

While John remained propped against the cabin, Michael helped Nicole, pressing button after button. At the far right, she found a key in a slot that looked an awful lot like the ignition key from her truck back home. So she turned it. The engine sputtered a few times.

“This is it,” she said.

“Hurry!” Burns screamed as the last rope dropped into the river water. “They’re almost here.”

She twisted the key again and the engine stammered to life, loud in the confines of the cabin. Michael cheered, hugging her. She pushed him away and rushed to the deck of the boat, grabbing her long pole as she passed it.

Sandy screamed as the Lycanthropes reached the dock next to the boat. She was overwhelmed by their sheer numbers. There were too many; they would overrun the deck of the boat and slaughter everyone in her group.

Burns shoved at the wooden dock with his pole, and Nicole did the same on her end of the boat. The vessel crept away from the pier, then it was pushed back a bit by a wave, heading toward the waiting werewolves.

“Michael!” Nicole screamed as a Lycanthrope leapt onto the deck of the boat. “Get this crate moving now!”

He grabbed the thing that looked like a gearshift and adjusted it like he was driving a car. The boat jerked and jolted, sending Sandy forward on her hands and knees on the deck and nearly tipping Burns into the river. The boat moved a few feet backwards, and Michael realized he had it in reverse. It retreated toward the pier.

A second Lycanthrope jumped over the water onto the forward deck. Nicole swiped at it with her pole, and the beast ducked. The metal passed harmlessly over its shaggy head. It roared, leaned forward until it was on all fours. She swung again, this time making contact with the creature’s slavering jaws, knocking out several fangs. The teeth skittered across the deck, and the beast turned back to her, blood and drool dripping from its mouth.

She used the pole to shove it backwards to the edge of the deck, and it windmilled its arms for a moment before falling into the river. It sank in an explosion of bubbles.

Burns was battling with the monster near the cabin. He poked at the beast with the sharp end of the metal subway pole, opening the creature’s tough hide in several places, but it kept coming at him, swiping at him with its black talons. Meanwhile, John crept into the cabin beside Michael.

Another beast leaped, landed on top of the roof of the cabin with a thud that startled Michael. He grabbed the gearshift and moved it into the next position.

The Marion M lurched to a sudden stop by the pier before creeping away slowly from the long wooden structure. The creature perched atop the cabin fell from its position and tumbled to the deck on the other side of Burns.

Another monster hopped onto the boat. And another. And another until there were six of the beasts on deck.

The little freighter chugged slowly away from the pier, belching black smoke from the pipe above the cabin.

Burns took advantage of the sudden braking of the boat and shoved his first nemesis into the river between the pier and the back of the boat where it was crushed between a pile and the left side of the Marion M. He spun and faced the one that had fallen from the top of the cabin. It was trying to stand, its back right leg obviously broken. A white bone stuck from its dark fur. Burns brought his pole down on the exposed bone, shattering it. The beast screeched in agony, and clutched at the crippled leg. This gave the general enough time to swing the pole upwards and bring it down full force on the Lycanthrope’s skull. One of its eyes shot out from the socket. The top of its head flattened, and there was a terrible crunching sound. Bits of brain and blood squirted from the thing’s ears. Heaving once, it stumbled drunkenly to its side on the deck, still and dead.

Burns looked to the prow where Nicole was swinging her pole like a kendo stick and bashing one Lycanthrope while another stalked up behind her. A long rope lay across the deck, and the creature had its feet on the cord.

Sandy had slumped down next to the cabin, her own makeshift weapons forgotten, but she noticed the rope just as the creature behind her girlfriend stepped upon it. Grabbing the end, she yanked the rope as hard as she could, and it slid out from under the beast’s bare foot, giving it the rope burn equivalent of a hot foot. The creature howled, raised its injured foot, and hopped comically on the other. Burns took advantage of the thing’s imbalance and used his pole like a Louisville Slugger, smashing the creature upside the head. It fell over, tumbled to the edge of the deck where it grabbed a wooden rope-hold and stopped its somersault into the river.

One creature rushed toward the window of the cabin, going for Michael and John. The homeless man was trying to steer the boat out of the area of the pier and didn’t see the beast until it burst through the window, its long arms reaching for his face. He stepped back, pulling on the gear, and the boat shuddered as it began to move faster. The creature was tossed forward, landing halfway through the shattered window. A long, sharp piece of glass went through the Lycanthrope’s belly, securing it in place. It still swiped at the air as Michael took another step back. He felt the wall of the cabin behind him. He wanted to steer the boat, but the creature was lying right above the controls, impaled on the glass from the window. Even though it was bleeding profusely, it still tried to get at him.

Then Michael’s back hit the wall, and he felt something beside him. Turning his head, he saw a fire extinguisher and a fire axe encased in a glass panel on the wall. The glass had words written upon it – “Break in case of emergency.”

“Oh, hell yeah,” Michael said, smashing the safety glass with his elbow and retrieving the axe.

His first assault on the beast removed the thing’s right arm. His second chopped off the creature’s left arm. Blood gushed over the controls from the monster’s severed limbs, and it writhed like a fish on a hook, trying to extricate itself from the glass.

Michael’s third swipe decapitated the creature, and it ceased its struggles. He moved back to the controls, maneuvering the boat into deeper water away from the pier.

John had moved to the back corner of the cabin, his eyes wide at the savagery of Michael’s assault on the beast. His shoulder and leg were hurting him, throbbing with pain, and he was suddenly awash with exhaustion. He found himself an unwilling audience, unable to participate in the defense of the Marion M. He could only watch and grow weaker by the moment.

Nicole had shoved one creature into the water, watching in fascination as it tried to swim but sank under the weight of its upper torso.

Beside her, the monster that Sandy had tripped with the rope was clamoring back to its feet on the front of the deck, and Nicole went for it.

As the Marion M chugged away from the pier, several of the beasts made attempts at leaping onto it, but they all splashed into the river, dropping beneath the surface in a flurry of claws and snapping jaws.

Michael took the bloody controller in his hand and guided the boat out to the middle of the river. He looked back and saw the city he loved, the city where he’d lived his entire life. It was on fire, smoke belching into the sky. The skyline was unrecognizable. So many buildings had crumbled or been knocked down by other fallen structures that it rendered the whole thing foreign to him. From the flames of the city, hundreds, maybe thousands of the Lycanthropes were fleeing toward the outer fringes. Many were on the pier, crawling over each other in an attempt to get someplace safe, away from the fire that terrified them into some antediluvian state of vestigial terror.

Burns swung his pole at the Lycanthrope near him, missed, and the creature batted the weapon away. He lost his grip, and the pole flew out into the water. The creature turned its massive head and seemed to grin at him.

Michael saw this, as did Sandy from where she sat exhausted on the deck in front of the cabin.

Nicole hit the beast she was fighting with the pole. It lashed out at her, missed, and sank its claws in the deck.

Beneath it, something awoke at the intrusion of the claws.

Michael grabbed the axe and tossed it out the window at Sandy, who watched as it fell next to her. He shouted, “Help General Burns!”

Nicole kicked the creature in the side as it tried to free itself from the deck. It pulled hard, leaving three of its claws in the wood of the deck. It raised its bloody paw and swiped at her. She backed away, praying none of the drops of blood from its torn claws touched her. As soon as it finished its attack, she beaned it with the metal pole, and it stumbled backwards a few steps.

Sandy reached for the axe as Burns, weaponless and facing a seven-foot-tall roaring beast, kicked a roundhouse into the monster’s chest. It fell back a few steps, then rushed him. He ducked backwards under the creature’s long claws, felt the breeze as they swept by his face. He arched too far and fell onto his back, legs bent under him.

Nicole pounded her adversary several times in the chest. It grabbed the end of her pole and twisted it, trying to wrestle it from her grasp.

Michael drove the freighter farther into the center of the river. The water was choppy, but he kept his grip on the shifter. It felt good under his hand, like he was made for driving this little boat.

“We’re actually doing this, buddy,” he called to John behind him. “It’s gonna work.”

John thought he heard something beneath him – a scratching, rustling noise like dead leaves rubbing against each other. Glancing down, he noticed a trapdoor leading down into the hold of the Marion M. The door was opened, the lid hanging by a rusted hinge.

When he saw what was making the noise, he screamed and slammed the lid to the trapdoor shut. It groaned on its hinges, but it closed, and he sat on top of it.

“Michael,” he said.

“I’m busy.”

“You’d better look at this.”

He popped open the lid for a moment, just long enough for the homeless man to see into the hold.

Meanwhile, Sandy had grabbed the axe and shouted, “Burns! Over here!”

Burns stepped aside as the Lycanthrope rushed at him, stretching out a foot and tripping the beast. It tumbled end over end, heading for Sandy. She saw the creature unroll itself and glare at her with its awful yellow eyes. With a scream, she raised the axe over her head, using both hands on the heavy instrument.

The monster growled and ran at her.

Nicole gave a final push, sending the monster she was fighting into the river. It sank out of sight, and she turned, ready to take on the last Lycan left on deck.

“Burns!” Michael yelled. John remained sitting on top of the trapdoor, keeping it closed with the weight of his body, but he was beginning to feel something push back.

The monster on deck loped toward Sandy as she brought the axe down with all her strength. It caught the creature between the eyes, splitting its skull down the center until two halves were dangling at the neck. Its brain fell from its smashed cavity and plopped to the deck. The axe remained embedded in the beast’s bifurcated head. Sandy let go and fell backwards away from the monster. She started screaming uncontrollably, shaking and watching as the Lycanthrope dropped dead to the wooden planks.

“Burns!” Michael shouted even more emphatically.

The general made certain there were no more living Lycanthropes on deck. He quickly removed the axe from the last one’s head and rolled it into the water. He moved to the cabin.

Nicole hurried over to Sandy, who was still shaking. Her teeth were chattering, and Nicole thought she might have gone into shock. She rubbed Sandy’s arms, trying to warm her up. She could feel the gooseflesh beneath her fingers.

“You’ll be all right,” she said to the nonresponsive woman next to her. “We’re getting away right now. Everything’s gonna be all right.”

Remembering the flare gun, Nicole withdrew it from her belt and fired it into the dark night sky. The deck lit up in a burst of fiery red light. Nicole knew if Tommy Hemmer didn’t see the flare and follow its signal to their location, he would never find them.

“What is it?” Burns asked Michael as he entered the cabin.

“Anyone look in the hold before we took this rust bucket?”

“Of course not. Who had time?”

“John, show the general,” Michael said, and the reporter moved off of the trap door.

A humongous rat poked it head out and gave a squeak when John resumed his prone position. The rat’s head was crushed, and it fell back into the hold.

“Holy shit,” Burns said.

“There are hundreds, maybe thousands of these buggers down there. I looked and they were crawling all over each other, eating things. Looked like there were skeletons down there, stripped off all their flesh,” John explained.

“Then I suggest you stay on top of that trapdoor,” Burns said. “You think they can get out?”

As if in answer, several of the giant rats started scratching at the hidden door. The men heard them gnawing at the wood that separated them from their prey. Their incessant screeching grew louder, more frenzied.

Burns raised his eyes to the sky and said, “Hemmer, where in the hell are you?”
  


Chapter 52
 

 


12:06 a.m.

 


The Marion M rested in the center of the East River, bobbing a little on the choppy water. The moon was only a small orange slice, but it cast a ghostly blue light upon the scene. Behind the river, New York City burned.

On the boat, Nicole cradled her girlfriend in her arms, stroking her blond hair and muttering soft words to her. Sandy had stopped shaking, and that was a good sign, but she remained quiet, silently shedding tears.

The sounds from the hold weren’t helping anyone’s nerves, either. The rats were gnawing fervently. When sitting on the deck, as Nicole and Sandy were doing, they could feel the vibrations of the mutant rats’ teeth chewing at the ceiling of their wooden prison.

John stayed put, anchoring the trapdoor shut. Michael steered the boat, keeping one foot on the door to the hold, figuring the extra weight could only help.

Taylor Burns made a tour of the decks. He found one more hinged door, larger than the one in the cabin, but it was locked with several metal padlocks and a rusted chain. He tested it, and the door opened a crack, just enough for a few of the rats to shove their snouts out. He quickly stomped it back down into place, but the mutants resumed their vigilant chewing.

Burns scanned the sky again, wondering aloud, “Where is that helicopter?”

“You don’t think he was shot down, do you?” Nicole asked. The glow from her flare had evaporated, leaving them in an enveloping darkness.

“I hope not. These little bastards are gonna chew through the hull at any time and we’ll either fill with water and capsize, or they’ll find their way on deck and eat us all. I don’t know which is worse.”

“We could swim to Brooklyn,” Nicole suggested. “It isn’t that far.”

“In these waters? We’d be lucky not to drown in two minutes.”

Sandy shivered once, looked up at Nicole. Her eyes were wide with trepidation, and she asked, “What... What’s happening?”

Nicole placed a hand on either side of her face and gave it a close look. She asked, “Are you back with us, honey? You really back?”

“Where’d I go? Last thing I remember I hit that werewolf with an axe. Is it… is it dead?”

“Oh, thank God, thank God,” Nicole cried, kissing her girlfriend repeatedly. “I thought we might have lost you, but you’re okay. You are okay, aren’t you?”

“I think so,” Sandy said, standing. “What’s that noise?”

“Don’t freak out,” Nicole warned her. “But the hull is full of rats.”

“Aw man, it just keeps getting better and better. Where’s the helicopter?”

“I don’t know,” Nicole admitted.

“He’s coming,” Burns said. “Don’t worry.”

“Uh, guys, you’d better get in here,” John cried from the cabin.

The three hurried to the cabin door, immediately spotting the splinters on the floor. The rats were gnawing their way through the wood of the deck. Five tiny holes had appeared in the planks under their feet, through which they saw sharp teeth tugging away bits of wood, widening the holes. Sharp claws raked at the edges, dragging down even more splinters.

“Oh God, look,” Sandy moaned, pointing toward the deck.

More holes were appearing all over the deck of the Marion M as more of the mutants scrambled to get out of the hold.

Suddenly, there was a cracking noise, and the boat gave a jolt. Sandy and Nicole fell to the ground. Letting loose of her pole, Nicole watched as it rolled across the deck, startling several of the creatures, who ducked their pointed heads back into the hold.

Taylor Burns was thrown off balance, and he tumbled forward. The cell phone he was holding in his hand shattered when it struck the control panel of the boat. He watched in pained self-loathing as the plastic pieces dropped to the floor near one of the rat holes.

“Shit, there went our only way to contact Tommy.”

“Wait a minute, there he is,” Nicole pointed, helping Sandy off the deck. She gestured toward the pier, a couple of hundred yards upriver. “He’s looking for us on the dock.”

“We need to get his attention,” Burns said.

“Here.” Michael handed him an object in the dark. “Flare gun from the emergency kit.”

“How long have you been sitting on that?” Nicole asked, flustered.

Michael shrugged. “Just till it was needed.”

Burns took two steps and the boat tilted, listing to the left. He caught himself on the cabin door and held on. Sandy fell again, losing her grip on Nicole. John shoved his fingers into a knot hole so he wouldn’t roll off the unsecured door.

Beneath their feet, the sound of scrambling, scratching rats increased twofold.

There was also a sound like water flooding into the hold.

“Damn it, they’ve chewed through the hull,” Burns shouted as he pointed the flare gun toward the sky. “Stupid bastards. Now the boat’s sinking.”

One of the mutant rats emerged from a gap that was now wide enough to admit it to the deck. Behind it, another poked its head out before crawling upwards. Then another…

Burns fired the flare gun, and the dark sky lit up. It bathed the Marion M in a hellish red glow.

In the cabin, two holes had expanded enough to let out one rat at a time. They started streaming through, sniffing the air, getting their bearings before centering their attention on the humans.

Michael grabbed John and hauled him out of the cabin as the boat continued to tilt sideways. He heard the rush of water pouring into the hold through the numerous holes in the deck. They whistled like pipes.

“Quick,” Burns said. “Everyone on top of the cabin.”

He jumped up and extended his hand to Sandy. Hauling her up to the safety of the square-shaped cabin, he glanced up at the sky. The flare was falling to the water where it sizzled as it was extinguished.

He helped Nicole to the roof of the cabin, when he reached for Michael’s hand; he was surprised to find the homeless man had placed the axe in it. He handed the tool to Nicole and reached out again. Michael gave him the last of their long poles from the subway, and Sandy snatched it.

“Come on,” Burns shouted down at him.

Michael turned to John, who looked like he’d gone ten rounds with Mike Tyson. Then, he looked behind him, and he saw the rivers of brown and gray rats streaming out of the dozens of holes in the deck. They were in a panic, but many made a beeline for the mole man, gnashing their teeth, their eyes rolling with an overpowering lust for flesh.

“Get up there,” John said. “I’ll hold them off.”

“You first. You’re injured.”

“I’ve been bitten, Michael,” John said, exposing his ankle to the other man.

The rats marched closer.

“One of those little bastards got me in the cabin. You know what that means. You better get up there.”

Michael nodded, reached up for Burns’ extended hand, and the general hauled him upwards.

Overhead, something rumbled, and the boat listed more. The cabin was at a forty degree angle, and the band of survivors had to cling to the exhaust pipes to prevent themselves from falling onto the deck. Burns turned his eyes up to see the helicopter above them, flying in the dark.

“He’s here,” Burns shouted.

Dozens of rats scrambled on the deck as it tilted to a steeper incline. They slid across the wood, dropping into the river where they sank into the choppy water. They fell away from John, who held tightly to a door jam.

“Go,” he shouted to Michael. “You need to get your life back.”

“I don’t want to leave you,” Michael called down to the deck.

The reporter raised his eyes to the top of the cabin, exposing the yellowing irises. As his mouth began to fill with newly formed teeth, he said, “You got these people out. Like you promised. You don’t need to run anymore.” He winced in pain when his knuckles started cracking and popping.

A rope ladder unfurled from the helicopter above them, dropping just out of reach of the group on the cabin’s roof. Nicole stretched out the axe and retrieved the rope by hooking the back of the axe head into the ladder. Pulling it toward them, she shouted for Sandy to go first.

The blond woman grabbed hold and ascended the wobbly rungs, not looking back at the swiftly sinking Marion M.

Michael said, “You next, Nicole. Get up there.”

“No, it should be you,” she argued.

“There’s no damn time. Now get up there and join Sandy.”

She looked at Michael’s face for a moment before climbing up after her girlfriend. She left the axe with Burns.

Sandy reached the cabin, where a young man and a middle-aged woman helped her climb aboard. They were dirty, covered in grime, and she realized they were survivors just like her. She wondered what atrocities they’d witnessed. They appeared to be determined, and they stuck their heads out the door as Nicole reached the top.

Burns turned to Michael and said, “Well, go on.”

Michael looked back at John and said, “Thank you.”

“What…for?” The reporter was struggling to retain his humanity, a losing battle as the beast took over.

“For giving me a life again,” Michael said, and he nodded.

John nodded back, then howled, an eerie half human half wolf sound that pierced the night.

Burns looked down at John with sad, knowing eyes.

“Aw, Christ, I’m sorry.”

“You get… up that… ladder,” John said, and the words were stiff, uncomfortable in his mouth.

So soon? He thought. Just a little more time.

“You got all this way…” Burns muttered, angry.

Michael ascended the ladder, hand over hand, not looking back at the thing that was trying to stand up on the tilting deck, the thing that had once been his friend. He didn’t look back even when he was seated in the whirlybird.

“I wish I could have saved you,” Burns said as he started to climb up to the helicopter.

John dropped to all fours, attempting to regain his balance on the listing boat. His fingernails expanded, grew into long, black talons.

“Me… too…”

With a final look at Burns and the hovering aircraft, he threw himself into the churning river. He sank beneath the waves and didn’t float to the surface even once.

Burns ascended the ladder and was helped into the helicopter by the young man and his mother. The general was shaken. Losing John at such a late stage was a discouragement beyond anything he’d ever felt. He slumped into a seat next to Nicole as the man and woman and Michael sat across from him.

“What happened?” Sandy asked, tears falling from her eyes. “Where’s John?”

“He was bitten,” Burns said.

Then, he felt the tears in his own eyes, felt the unfamiliar sting of crying and letting loose. He tried to stop them, tried to hide the emotions from his companions, but they forced their way out of the corners of his eyes. Soon, he was sobbing into Nicole’s shoulder as Sandy patted his back.

“I tried to save him,” he gasped. “Tried to save all of us.”

“You can’t rescue everyone,” Nicole said. “You’re not Superman.”

“You saved us,” Sandy said. “Many times over.”

He wiped at his eyes, clearing the damnable tears from his cheeks. He knew he had to regain his composure. He had to stifle this emotion down like all the others in his life. Finally, he sat up straight, his feelings tamped down somewhat.

When he got a decent look at the couple sitting across from him, he gasped. “You…” he stammered.

“Didn’t know if you’d recognize us,” the woman said. “It’s been a few years.”

From his pilot seat, Tommy Hemmer shouted, “Picked them up on the Brooklyn side.”

“Isn’t that where we’re going?”

“Not unless you wanna die like your buddy back there,” Hemmer said.

The young man turned to Sandy and introduced himself. “Hi. I’m Christian Wright, and this is my mom, Cathy.”

“We met you in Cincinnati,” Burns said. “After the first outbreak.”

“Well, this one’s a lot worse,” Christian explained. “Even the military’s pulled out.”

“We were visiting my mother in Queens when it all started. We made it to Brooklyn before the bridges were blown up.”

“So, we aren’t going to Brooklyn because…” Nicole started.

“The disease is there. It’s all around the city and spreading outwards while we speak,” Tommy Hemmer explained from the cockpit. “Mrs. Wright back there had an idea.”

“We find an island,” she said, leaning toward Burns, Nicole, and Sandy.

“Martha’s Vineyard should do nicely,” Tommy said. “No way onto it except by ferry or by air. We take out the ferry and we live there, safe and secure.”

“If you can call hiding out like that living,” Sandy said.

“I don’t think we have much of a choice anymore,” Hemmer replied. “What happened in Manhattan – that’s gonna happen all over the place. It’s already started in Brooklyn.”

“We barely made it out,” Cathy Wright said, clutching at her son’s hand. “Everything’s moving so fast. People were getting bitten and turning in a minute. Maybe even less.”

“It’s not really hiding,” Nicole told Sandy. “It’s more like regrouping, getting our bearings. We’ll lay low a while, see where the disease goes.”

“That doesn’t sound like you, sweetie. Laying low? Waiting out the battle?”

Nicole sighed and answered, “Maybe I’m sick and tired of all of this. Maybe I want some normal time like normal people. Maybe I want some time to be with you.”

Sandy grinned. “That’s the right answer,” she said.

Burns asked Hemmer, “Hey, Tommy, you got a cigar up there?”

Hemmer handed one back to him and said, “Grabbed a couple boxes. You know, just in case.”

Burns lit the cigar and inhaled deeply. He turned to Nicole and said, “You realize we’re AWOL. The Army might come looking for us.”

“Let them look,” she said. “We went AWOL when we entered Manhattan.”

“You saying the laws don’t apply anymore?” Michael asked.

Christian said, “We saw the military in Brooklyn. They were packing everything in and getting the hell out of Dodge. They were running pretty damn fast. Of course, there were a couple thousand werewolves in the streets by that point.”

“They couldn’t isolate the disease,” Cathy said. “It seemed pretty desperate.”

“There’ve been coded messages on the airwaves,” Hemmer said. “They aren’t flying around the city any longer, not bothering with piss-ant problems like us.”

“Martha’s Vineyard, huh?” Burns asked.

“Good a place as any, I guess,” Nicole answered.

Sandy nodded. “At least we’ll be safe there.”

“All right, then,” Hemmer said.

The helicopter flew through the night, farther and farther away from the burning, infected city. They almost didn’t see the jet that shot over them, hurtling toward New York.

“Aw Christ,” Burns shouted. “Everyone close and cover your eyes. Look away.”

Behind closed eyelids, they could still see the flash that lit up the darkness like daylight on the island of Manhattan.

When it finally grew darker, a wind buffeted their helicopter, but Hemmer maintained control.

“We far enough away?” Burns asked.

“Just barely,” the pilot answered. “We might all have some burns.”

“Oh my God,” Cathy Wright said, looking behind them. She clutched at her son, crying into his shoulder.

Burns tried to look away, but couldn’t.

Sandy put her head in her hands, and Nicole wrapped herself protectively around the sobbing woman.

Michael swallowed hard, couldn’t take his eyes from the terrible scene. He forced himself to look away eventually.

Behind them, above the island of Manhattan, the mushroom cloud rose into the night like a giant fist.
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